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Introduction

A number of traumatic events, starting with the 2008 economic recession and
culminating with the coronavirus crisis, all combined with the impending
ecological disaster of climate change, have shaken all political certainties and
plunged Western capitalism into political chaos, causing societies to be
dominated by anxiety and fear. This is the Great Recoil — a period when the
coordinates of history seem to have been reversed. Things that have been taken
for granted for a generation — globalisation; freedom of movement; economic
growth; the clear demarcation of geopolitical friends, rivals and enemies — all
seem to have been thrown into question, creating much disorientation and
consternation in polities around the world. The Great Recoil is the moment when
societies turn backward and inward: when globalisation goes into retreat, the
economy contracts and is barely propped up by massive injections of money by
central banks; when people have to withdraw to their homes due to lockdowns,
quarantines and confinement measures, and must shrink from contact with
others. It is the time when society ‘returns to itself’, when the shock vis-a-vis the
negativity of the world leads to a desperate yearning for interiority and
autonomy, and we have to collectively address foundational questions
concerning society’s basic conditions of existence and self-reproduction.

The Great Recoil is a Hegelian metaphor that captures the process of
profound ideological transformation at a moment of organic crisis in democratic
capitalist societies. Neoliberalism, the economic and political philosophy that
shelved the post-war social-democratic consensus and remade the world in the
name of freedom by boosting private initiative and social inequality over the last



forty years, seems incapable of providing responses to emerging historical
dilemmas. The old dogmas of free market economics that have held sway since
the 1980s on both the left and the right now look like the rusty remains of a
gullible era; meanwhile the pandemic has demonstrated the folly of cuts to the
public budget in the name of fiscal austerity, which have left health and
education systems in tatters.

As the neoliberal worldview started to falter with the post-2008 Great
Recession, new movements emerged on the right and the left, often jointly
described as manifestations of a ‘populist moment’. From the 2011 protest
movements to the Brexit referendum, from Trump’s election to the rise of a new
socialist left and leaders such as Corbyn, Iglesias and Sanders, recent years have
witnessed extreme polarisation. Forces at opposite ends of the political spectrum
have appealed to the people and against the elites and waged war against the
central tenets of neoliberal dogma, with the left attacking its socio-economic
premises, and the right demolishing its cultural tolerance. The populism of the
2010s was the dialectical negation of neoliberalism.

After the Covid-19 pandemic, it is time to look beyond the populist moment
and assess the new landscape of post-neoliberal politics. Contemporary politics
is not just a negative moment, a phase in which the ‘old is dying and the new
cannot be born’, to cite a famous Gramsci quote obsessively repeated in recent

years. ! Out of the brutal fight between neoliberalism and populism and the
shock and panic provoked by coronavirus, something new is emerging: a neo-
statism that calls for stronger state intervention in the economy in order to
protect society. In an embryonic form, statism was already present in the
populist discourse of the 2010s — on the nationalist right, in the defence of hard
borders; on the radical left, in the call for a ‘twenty-first century socialism’ and

the rehabilitation of Keynesian interventionism. 2> The coronavirus emergency
has made ‘big government’ a necessity, overturning the liberal mistrust of a
strong state. From massive social transfers to address mounting unemployment
and business failure, to proposals for the nationalisation of strategic
infrastructure and investment programmes to decarbonise the economy and
address the climate crisis such as those put forward by President Biden, the
interventionist state — that traditional bugbear of neoliberalism — is back. With
the pandemic, neo-statism has become the political new normal, a meta-ideology
that inflects virtually all political actors, but also a new battlefield where
radically different visions of our political future are butting heads.

This book explores the post-neoliberal ideological horizon emerging in the
aftermath of the coronavirus crisis. It charts the rise of government protectivism



as the key ideological trend in understanding the contemporary reshuffling of
political discourse and practice in Europe and the United States. The Great
Recoil develops a ‘diagnostic of the present’, drawing links between emerging
ideological motives and the socioeconomic demands that inform them. 2 The
new statism of the 2020s and its relationship with the populism of the 2010s and
with a fading neoliberalism are examined from a structural and content-oriented
perspective, in order to overcome the formalism that has dominated much of
recent analysis. The crisis of neoliberal globalisation is identified as the key
motivation for the present ideological shift, because of the immense social
anxieties it has created. To examine this political realignment, I draw from a
wealth of key insights coming from the history of political philosophy at the
crossroads between republican theory and Marxist theory. The reflections on the
state found in Plato and Aristotle; the social contract described in Hobbes and
Rousseau; the socialist view of the state in Marx, Gramsci and Poulantzas; and
the critique of free market liberalism in Karl Polanyi’s economic sociology are
mobilised to explore the motives and implications of the current revival of the
visible hand of the state, at a time when social uncertainty is met with a demand
for political order.

My focus is on the new discourse of neo-statist politics and the political
practices of the post-neoliberal era. On the one hand, the volume examines the
new slogans, keywords, declarations and political imaginaries of contemporary
politics. In so doing, it documents the seismic shifts in political discourse after
worn-out free market dogmas have been abandoned. On the other hand, my
intention is to reveal how this change in political discourse concretely affects
policy-making and electoral competition. I examine how the inward-focused
orientation of the neo-statist politics of protection and control illuminates the
nature of the social blocs which support the left and the right; the role played by
different enemies, among the elites and the underclass, in cementing these blocs;
the way in which the state is conceived by nationalist and socialist forces; and,
finally, the different responses given to the resurgent question of nationhood. My
hope is to provide some sense of political orientation amid a landscape marked
by extreme uncertainty, so that we can locate the key challenges and the
necessary strategy to address the collapse of the neoliberal order.

Backward, Inward, Onward

‘Recoil’ describes a reaction of fear or disgust — the moment of flinching,



cowering, quailing or pulling back before a threat. In ballistics it describes the
kick of a gun when discharged. In the animal world, the pangolin, suspected to
be the zoonotic origin of Covid-19, recoils in the face of attack from a predator
by curling up into a ball. The rise of a new statism in contemporary politics
needs to be read in light of this negative feedback response, and the way it
redefines the topology of political action and the dialectic between inside and
outside that is constitutive of all political communities. The Great Recoil
revolves around a subjective shift from the centrifugal exopolitics of
neoliberalism, oriented to the outside, towards the centripetal endopolitics of the
present post-neoliberal era, with its concern for the ‘inside’, the re-establishment
of a sense of interiority and stability. *

Recoil is the customary English translation of the Hegelian term Gegenstdfs
used in the dialectic to express the counter-push swinging back and forth

between different poles, such as Being and Nothing. ® In Hegel’s dialectical
monism, history is constantly bouncing back: every action produces its own
reaction, and every step of the movement of Spirit is caught in the side effects of
the step that came before. This image helps to capture the nature of our times. In
the first months of the coronavirus crisis, the World Economic Forum launched
the idea of a ‘Great Reset’, as if the pandemic offered capitalism the opportunity
to start anew. But history never begins from scratch; rather each era has to
respond to the contradictions the previous era has thrown up. More than a Great
Reset, we live in a Great Recoil, a time in which society is forced to address the
strains and agoraphobia unleashed by neoliberal globalisation. We are traversing
a new ‘counter-movement’ like the one which, according to Karl Polanyi,
engulfed Europe and the United States in the aftermath of the 1929 crash.
However, this is not simply a moment of regression or backlash, a purely
negative retreat. More positively, it is also a moment of re-internalisation, or

what Hegel himself described as Erinnerung . ©® The term literally means
remembrance, but Hegel also uses it figuratively to signify the act of recollection
and internalisation, or ‘inwardisation’. Erinnerung is opposed to AufSerung , or
externalisation, which both Hegel and Marx associated with objectification and
reification, and today could be equated with the centrifugal logic of global
capitalism. Erinnerung is the moment when the Spirit withdraws into itself and
becomes self-absorbed, after recoiling at its outer existence. But, as Herbert
Marcuse suggested, it is also a moment of ‘recapitulation’ which signals the end

of a historical era and prefigures the opening of a new one. ’

This combination of regression, introversion and internal reorganisation,
expressed by the notion of Erinnerung , seems to pervade much of contemporary



politics. Our time looks backward to previous historical eras for solutions that
cannot be found in the present; it pushes back against the market and private
actors, whose incapacity to meet basic needs has been brutally revealed by the
pandemic and, finally, turns inward to seek a new centre of gravity promising a
minimum of stability. The so-called ‘populist moment’ of the 2010s has been
strongly marked by a backward and inward orientation, which many observers
interpreted as a sign of regression after years of triumphant neoliberalism bent
on rapid modernisation. The national-populist right has often appealed to people
‘left behind’ by the train of neoliberal globalisation. It has promised to reclaim
what was taken away by ‘global elites’, as expressed in slogans such as ‘Take
Back Control’ and ‘Make America Great Again’. Furthermore, national-
populists are the flagbearers of a conservative cultural backlash, a reactionary
retrocession after decades marked by steady advance in terms of civil rights and
cultural tolerance. Finally, they stand accused of isolationism, of peddling
fantasies of an imaginary exit from the international economy in a narrow-
minded attempt to turn back the clock of history. Similar criticisms of backward-
looking attitudes have been directed at the emerging socialist-populist left, often
attributed with a nostalgia for cradle-to-grave Keynesianism and fondness for the
anti-imperialist enemies of the West. The British press repeatedly branded
Corbyn as an old Marxist who wanted to send the country back to the 1970s. The
leader of left-populist party La France Insoumise, Jean-Luc Mélenchon was
accused of wanting societies ‘withdrawn into themselves’ ( repli sur soi ),
because of his departure from the openness preached by neoliberal ideologues.
Mass movements such as the Gilets Jaunes have often been presented by liberal
commentators as parochial, vulgar and unreasonable.

The new ‘corona statism’ that is emerging in the early 2020s, with its
orientation to foundational political issues, appears to be an even more
pronounced embodiment of Hegel’s Erinnerung . The emergency has forced
citizens the world over to ‘self-isolate’, wear protective equipment such as
masks and gloves, shelter at home, and shield themselves from contagion
through family- and friend-based ‘support bubbles’. Furthermore, it has led
countries to turn their backs on the rest of the world in order to focus on their
internal safety, closing borders and implementing strict control measures, while
pushing millions of expats, tourists and international students to move back to
their home countries. In response to this crisis, politicians had to search
historical precedents for guidance in the present and adopt economic policies
long considered anachronistic. Leaders such as Boris Johnson and Joe Biden
have adopted the slogan ‘build back better’, to express the need for a
reconstruction of their countries, in ways reminiscent of what happened after



World War II. They have, at least partly, abandoned the neoliberal dogmas of
inflation-targeting, deregulation and a non-interventionist state that prevailed for
over thirty years, resurrecting ideas of Keynesian interventionism, deficit-
spending, state subsidies, industrial policy, public ownership, and even
economic planning.

From discussions about the need to reinforce domestic demand and the local
economy rather than export sectors, to the concern about the basic needs of
society for public services, health, education and employment that have long
languished as political priorities, and calls for ‘in-sourcing’ to reverse out-
sourcing practices, this logic of re-internal-isation is painted all over post-

neoliberal statism. ® To follow Hegel’s famous description in the preface to the
Phenomenology of Spirit , the coronavirus crisis has heralded the moment in
which ‘[t]he gradual crumbling that left unaltered the face of the whole is cut
short by a sunburst which, in one flash, illuminates the features of the new
world.” ?

The pandemic is for neoliberal elites akin to what the fall of the Berlin Wall
in 1989 was for communists; a moment of shock and disorientation, which opens
a space in which to redefine prevailing assumptions. After the obsession with the
external and constant expansion embodied by neoliberal exopolitics — evident in
practices of out-sourcing, offshoring and the prioritisation of exports — the
pendulum is now swinging towards the inwardness of statist endopolitics .

This reorientation of contemporary politics towards interiority is best
understood as a counterthrust of the crisis of neoliberal globalisation. The Great
Recoil is neoliberal globalisation’s ‘second movement’, to use the terms of Karl
Polanyi — a reaction against the rapacity of capitalism’s desperate hunt for profit.

107t is the moment when neoliberal globalisation is driven back, having reached
the limits of its ecological, social and political sustainability. Through its
ineluctable expansion, engulfing ever more countries, global capital has
progressively saturated the entire planetary space. Having integrated ever more
countries into its logic, from China and India starting in the 1980s and 1990s, to
South and Southeast Asian countries like Bangladesh, Vietnam and Indonesia in
the 2000s, transforming them into labour-intensive manufacturing centres, US-
led capitalist globalisation is now caught in a state of asphyxia, marked by
stagnation, overcapacity and overaccumulation, unable to find new profitable
investment opportunities. No lasting growth seems possible under the present
regime of capitalist accumulation.

The neoliberal drive for externalisation has pushed many citizens beyond the
protections of collective bargaining and labour rights, creating a growing gap



between insiders and outsiders. ! Western societies have come to be dominated
by a sense of agoraphobia — a fear of the open spaces of neoliberal globalisation
and the risks presented by its multiple flows. With the Covid crisis, the wounds
left open by globalisation over the course of the last three decades have become
intolerable and untenable, while its social inefficiency and the health risks it has
fostered have come to the surface. The current drive towards the re-
internalisation or ‘inwardisation’ traversing contemporary societies has to be
read as a reaction against this upsetting of social and economic coordinates, and
the attempt to re-embed economic processes in social and political institutions.

The New Statist Lexicon

The Great Recoil is the moment when neoliberal thesis and populist antithesis
engenders a statist synthesis, eclipsing many of the central ideological tenets of
the phase of neoliberal expansion. The key notions emerging in this neo-statist
discourse — sovereignty, protection, control and security — adumbrate a radically
different agenda from the one that was hegemonic in the 1990s and 2000s. The
outward-focused neoliberal language of opportunity, flexibility, openness,
aspiration and entrepreneurialism now gives way to a neo-statist reassertion of
state authority, territorial domination and political power, and to a concern with
the essential conditions of existence of political communities: autonomy self-
defence, survival and reproduction. Whereas neoliberal politics targeted people’s
desires, and in particular possessive consumerism and individual freedoms, post-
neoliberal statism is concerned with addressing collective fears and lessening
social risks. It speaks not of aspiration but of desperation; not of hope of upward
mobility, but of status anxiety and economic precariousness. It does not promise
tremendous growth, but rather to respond to urgent calls for social safety,
environmental repair and public consolidation.

The term sovereignty, usually understood as the supremacy of the state,
expresses the primacy of political power and territorial democracy over the
space of flows of neoliberal globalisation. Globalisation was largely predicated
on a subjugation of national economies to the interests of global finance and
world trade in order to ensure the free movement of capital, goods and people.
Now that this project seems to have failed, it is not surprising that its arch-
enemy, namely ‘national sovereignty’, has been given a new lease of life.
Sovereignty has become the object of inordinate attention in recent years and has
been adopted by sovereigntyists , politicians like Brexiters who see the



reassertion of national sovereignty as an end in itself, whatever the cost. But,
interestingly, the term has also been claimed by activists on the left to reaffirm
the democratic right of local communities to control crucial resources, such as
energy, food supply and technology, and to fend off the rapacity of international
corporations, digital oligopolists and investment funds.

Protection is an imperative that has been widely mobilised during the
coronavirus emergency in pushing people to wear face masks and professional
protective equipment such as isolation gowns. More generally, contemporary
politics has become a politics of protection, in what has sometimes been
described as the ‘return of Hobbes’, given the famous description by the English
political philosopher of the fundamental role of the state as a purveyor of

security and provider of protection offered in The Leviathan . * In our society,
we see the emergence of demands for protection against all sorts of dangers
created by capitalist interconnectedness. While the ‘risk society’ envisaged by
Ulrich Beck in the 1980s already highlighted the emergence of previously
overlooked environmental risks, we now live in a world in which ‘risks’ have
turned into existential threats, and affect not only the natural environment but

also the fundamentals of society’s existence. !*> The driving motive behind
current political discourse is not the expansive and aspirational notion of
acquisitive individualism, but rather the survival instinct of social strata crucial
for social reproduction, yet vulnerable to economic uncertainty, unable to find a
modicum of stability in a hyper-connected world on the brink of collapse.
Nationalists promise to protect us from migrants, who are seen as harbingers of
crime and disease, and purveyors of alien culture, posing a demographic threat to
the national community. The left instead advocates social protection, demanding
measures against tax havens, the regulation of international trade to protect the
local economy from the depredations of either digital or rentier capitalism, and
major investment in public services to re-establish basic systems of social
support. These days, even some centrists politicians appear inclined to admit the
importance of reasserting state protection to address ballooning social inequality,
and to prepare for the catastrophic scenarios unleashed by climate change,
biodiversity collapse and the inevitable pandemics of the future.

Control is another term that frequently crops up in contemporary political
discourse. The Brexit Leave campaign promised to ‘take back control’ over
borders and over the economy, and the likes of Trump, Le Pen and Salvini
reiterate the mantra of putting Americans, French and Italians first. But ‘control’
has also been adopted on the left to express the objective of re-establishing the
‘steering capacity’ of the state — its ability to mobilise macroeconomic, industrial



and planning policy to deal with mass unemployment and global warming.
Control is an object of great contention in contemporary political debates. For
some people, more state control over the economy, society and environment is
necessary to overcome the condition of a world out of joint, in which the
warping of sovereignty deprives political communities of any sense of
autonomy. But the return of strong state control is resented by large numbers of
people, as we have seen in the protests against the wearing of masks, the
opposition to Covid-19 vaccinations and the denunciation of lockdowns from the
business community. While increased state protection is often welcome, the
enhanced state control powers it carries in tow are frequently resented. Finally,
the politics of control also raises the ultimate question of democracy, of what
kind of influence citizens have over the state. After years in which democratic
decision-making has been appropriated by technocrats and businessmen, the
present organic crisis of capitalist democracies calls for the establishment of new
democratic institutions by means of which political communities might recover
some control over their destiny and overcome their perception of impotence and
despair.

A Strategy for the Post-pandemic Left

The Great Recoil is best conceived as a moment of bifurcation, a crossroads
where alternative paths towards the future diverge. It is a realm of extreme
polarisation that pits the progressive left and the extremist right against one
another, and against the neoliberal centre, with more moderate forces also
looking for an adaptive response to the collapse of neoliberalism. The right’s
version of neo-statism is what I will describe as ‘proprietarian protectionism’,
which combines authoritarian law-and-order policies, mercantilistic state
intervention to defend ‘national champions’ in foreign trade and Darwinian

economic individualism. '# The left’s response, what I term ‘social
protectivism’, develops in a radically different direction, approaching the neo-
statist moment as an opportunity to reaffirm principles of social equality and
democracy and prepare society for the devastating effects of climate change.
Social protectivism — a progressive narrative of sovereignty, protection and
control — provides a way forward amid the present troubles. This vision could
allay people’s fears in an era of catastrophic risk, while attending to the popular
desire for inclusion in political decisions. Protectivism encompasses a number of
protective functions that have become particularly relevant in this phase of crisis



and retrenchment: from health and welfare protection, ravaged by years of
austerity and privatisation, to the restoration of the environment threatened by
carbon emissions; from the defence of local economic ecosystems vis-a-vis the
‘extractivist’ tendencies of digital capitalism to the protection of all citizens from
illness, economic insecurity, isolation and exclusion. ' It suggests the need to
pursue fiscal expansion and redistribution but also to give a new lease of life to
socialist notions such as nationalisations, indicative planning and workers’
participation in the governance of companies, all of which the left abandoned
after the 1980s’ defeat. Progressives need to learn the lessons offered by the
pandemic on the need to mend and reinforce key support structures that
guarantee social protection and reproduction. In particular, the essential
contribution made by healthcare, delivery and sanitation workers to society
requires a policy to increase wages and redress salary inequality. More power to
unions and a pattern of economic organisation structured around domestic
demand rather than foreign exports could also allow the left to win back sections
of the electorate that have turned to the nationalist right, and in particular the
bulk of the working and lower-middle classes living in rural and declining areas.

To reconnect with these voters concerned about exposure to international
competition, socialists also need to question the vapid cosmopolitanism adopted
during the era of neoliberal globalisation and come to terms with the persistence
of local and national identities. Progressive forces must break out of the urban
redoubts in which the left has confined itself. This will require organisational
investment in provincial areas and an effort to prioritise bread-and-butter issues
that are high on the agenda of manufacturing and low-skilled workers living
outside of metropolitan hubs. By denouncing the contradiction between the
right’s communitarian appeal to workers and its defence of capitalist interests,
and boosting economic development projects that can assuage the anxieties of
blue-collar workers, the left has some prospect of disrupting the social bloc of
the nationalist right.

The promise of a ‘socialism that protects’ does not entail renouncing the
left’s values of cultural tolerance and social inclusion in the name of a
‘conservative socialism’ — the shortcut proposed by some renegade leftists who
have become full-on nationalists. On the contrary, it means foregrounding
economic conflicts over cultural conflicts, while uniting voters of various
backgrounds and creeds around a shared goal and against shared enemies — a
unifying, non-sectarian mission that socialist movements have traditionally
performed in moments of strength. Furthermore, recognising the power of
location and national identity in contemporary politics does not mean



abandoning the left’s traditional commitment to internationalism and
universalism; rather, it reflects the acceptance that any real universalism can
only be achieved by acknowledging the peculiarities of people’s identities and
attending to their fear of dislocation and exposure. Only by walking this fine line
— refocusing attention on essential socioeconomic issues to broaden electoral
support among workers, while fighting for popular sovereignty, social protection
and democratic control — can the left hope to emerge galvanised from the Great
Recoil and start looking not only backward and inward, but also forward.

Chapter 1 discusses the ideological landscape of the Great Recoil, marked by
the decline of neoliberalism, the challenge of populism and the rise of a post-
pandemic statism. It begins by discussing the populist wave of the 2010s and
some of the theoretical and practical dilemmas it has raised. It continues by
delineating the various actors that are defining contemporary political conflicts:
the nationalist right of Trump, Salvini and Bolsonaro; the socialist left of
Sanders, Corbyn and Podemos; and the way liberal centrism is attempting to
defend free markets and capitalist innovation from the anti-neoliberal onslaught.
It concludes by introducing the triad of sovereignty-protection-control which lies
at the heart of neo-statist ideology.

Chapter 2 considers the crisis of globalisation, and the way it is causing a
return to statism. It reconstructs how globalisation was associated with an
outward push — an emphasis on openness and externalisation, underpinning
practices of outsourcing, offshoring and the emphasis on exports. The
consequence has been a trend towards dislocation, the disembedding of the
economy and political power from locality and the opening of rifts between
global cities and impoverished peripheries. Following the outward movement of
capitalist globalisation, we now see an inward moment of re-internalisation
taking hold — concerned with addressing the perception of exposure and
agoraphobia that digital and financial interconnectedness has produced.

Chapter 3 examines the question of sovereignty — the central notion of
contemporary neo-statism. It highlights that the resurgence of contention around
sovereignty is a return of the repressed, since sovereignty had become the
privileged target of attack by the neoliberal theorists who envisaged a different
global order from the one that emerged after World War II. Neoclassical
economists such as Friedrich Hayek and Ludwig von Mises imagined a world in
which all forms of sovereignty and territorial power would be lifted, facilitating
the unhindered flow of capital and goods in a world united under capitalism and
private enterprise. They preached openness against what they saw as the tribal
solidarity of national communities. However, rather than leading to an expansion



of opportunity and choice, the neoliberal project has resulted in extreme
inequality and insecurity. Appeals for sovereignty seek to rebalance this
situation, giving a new lease of life to state power, which is seen as the only
counterbalancing mechanism that can stand between people and the economic
and geopolitical chaos unleashed by global capital.

Chapter 4 addresses the range of concerns about protection that are taking
centre stage in neo-statist political discourse — from measures against epidemic
contagion to demands for trade protectionism, new forms of social welfare and a
heightened concern for law and order. Protection is a term that lies at the core of
state theory, given that, as political philosophy has made clear with Plato,
Machiavelli and Hobbes, the prime function of politics is guaranteeing the
survival and reproduction of the demos, defending it against both external and
internal threats. Today, the renewed attention received by issues of protection
reflects the change of social priorities with respect to the heyday of
neoliberalism. Now, protecting one’s own living and working conditions is an
issue of greater urgency than pushing for upward social mobility in a world of
shrinking economic opportunity. Rival ideologies attach different meanings to
the term protection. The right’s focus is on protecting property and the identity
of the national community; the left instead concentrates on protecting workers’
rights and attending to the health and social needs of citizens.

Chapter 5 explores the question of control as a key corollary of the notion of
state sovereignty. The notion of control originates with the development of
statecraft in the Middle Ages and denotes the means through which government
concretely asserts its authority over population and territory. The language of
control has come to be widely adopted in both the political and economic
spheres, within debates concerned variously with mass testing, fear of
surveillance, democratic accountability and growing demands for the
strengthening of the state’s ability to control the economy. For Trump and others
on the populist right, control chiefly takes the form of border control, and of a
reassertion of the power of the propertied classes; the focus of the left, on the
other hand, is to re-establish the state’s ability to face up to large firms and
banks, and to the oligarchic class that controls the flow of capital and innovation
in general, for example through the rehabilitation of planning as a tool for
democratic decision-making.

Chapter 6 explores the class conflicts and class alliances of the Great Recoil.
It argues that it is necessary to move beyond the problematic contemporary
understanding that class does not matter. On the contrary, in order to understand
the interests at stake in contemporary political conflict, we need to pay attention



to the ways in which the socialist left and nationalist right strive to construct new
social blocs, while competing with a neoliberal centre that maintains its
influence over sections of the middle and upper classes. The right’s alliance
brings together the managerial class, the provincial middle class and large
numbers of blue-collar workers. The left, by contrast, allies the urban middle
class of so-called sociocultural professionals with service workers — both largely
concentrated in cities. The strategic aim for socialists should be to explode the
class contradictions within the right’s social bloc, pulling away the blue-collar
working class from the grip of national-populists.

Chapter 7 turns to the question of the enemies that are targeted by different
political forces. Given the social diversity of contemporary social blocs and the
presence of diverging interests in the coalitions mobilised by the left and the
right, the construction of the enemy is especially important in the present
conjuncture. The chosen enemies of the nationalist right are immigrants, who are
presented as an alien element that threatens the cohesion and survival of the
body politic. For the socialist left, the main culprits are instead the wealthy, seen
as agents responsible for mass impoverishment, whose economic power also
confers on them de facto oligarchic political power. Other enemies that have
emerged in the populist moment include the cultural elites and the political class,
accused of pursuing interests distant from those of ordinary people. The chapter
concludes by questioning why, to date, anti-immigrant rhetoric has proven more
effective than attacking the rich and powerful.

Chapter 8 discusses new state interventionism as a defining trend of the
Great Recoil, as the perception of political and economic chaos bred by
catastrophic crisis has induced citizens to call for state protection and control.
Breaking with neoliberal orthodoxy, an economic statist imaginary is emerging
that once again sees the state as a fundamental tool for channelling the general
will for the improvement of society. Various fields of economic intervention are
examined, from trade policies to taxation, from the nationalisation of strategic
corporations to the provision of social welfare. While the right has pursued an
agenda in which the role of the state is chiefly the protection of private property,
the left’s protectivism encompasses various forms of social protection: from
welfare provisions to industrial policy, mild forms of trade protectionism and
policies to accelerate the ecological transition and expand democratic
participation.

Chapter 9 approaches the national question in relation to the rise and fall of
globalisation. Confounding the prediction of many neoliberal theorists, national
identity continues to play an important role for most citizens; indeed, this is now



more evident, as the promise of a global cosmopolitanism has run its course. To
counter the right’s nationalism, the left should adopt what I describe as a
democratic patriotism: a reassertion of belonging and commitment to the
democratic political communities of which each one of us is a member, as a
jumping-off point towards an authentically universalist politics. It is only
through a re-localisation of political commitments and the construction of a
‘provincial socialism’ that appeals to people in non-urban and peripheral areas
that the left can expand its appeal beyond urban middle classes and public
employees.

The conclusion pulls together the various themes of the book, summarising
its argument and advancing some recommendations for a post-pandemic
socialist strategy. It argues that the coronavirus crisis has uncovered some key
weaknesses of the populist right — its nefarious demeaning of science,
irresponsible management of healthcare and prioritisation of business interests
over citizens’ welfare. This offers a strategic opportunity for a left breakthrough.
To seize it, however, socialists will need to move past internecine struggles and
the obsession with culture wars, to focus instead on developing the vision of a
post-neoliberal society in which state protection and control are reinforced by
democratic participation and guarantees of personal dignity. In other words, the
left needs to pursue a ‘socialism that protects’, because society demands security
from capitalist dislocation and control over its collective destiny.



1

The Post-neoliberal Horizon

Understanding the new politics of the Great Recoil requires us to return to the
question of ideology — ideology not in the form of Karl Marx’s false
consciousness, but as Antonio Gramsci conceived of it: a world-view that
informs various political outlooks and is deeply interwoven with the

commonsense prevalent at any given time. ' The issue of ideology has remained
below the political radar for decades: we were told that we lived in a post-
ideological era, where politics was no longer guided by grand narratives, as had
been the case in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries when liberalism,
socialism and fascism emerged, but inspired instead by realism, pragmatism and
consensus politics. But the impression of a post-ideological era was false.
Ideological conflicts seemed to be resolved not because of the end of ideology,
but because of the victory of a single ideology — neoliberalism — over all others;
its triumph and subsequent colonisation of the public mind gave the false
impression that ideology as such had disappeared.

Neoliberalism is a blanket term encompassing the political and economic
doctrine that has held sway over the world since the end of the Cold War.
Shaped by the ideas and teachings of conservative thinkers such as Friedrich
Hayek, Ludwig von Mises and Milton Friedman, it came to command the
political arena when Margaret Thatcher won power in the UK in 1979, followed
by Ronald Reagan in the United States the following year. As the prefix ‘neo’
suggests, neoliberalism involves a revival of nineteenth-century notions of



laissez-faire economics that had been largely discredited after the 1929 crash and
ensuing Great Depression. The novelty of neoliberalism lay in the fact that it
broke with the Keynesian consensus of the post-war period, when both right and
left agreed on the need for government intervention and the welfare state in
order to guarantee basic standards of living to all, and to steer the economy
towards socially desirable ends. Neoliberal policies of deregulation,
privatisation, free trade and globalisation came to be widely adopted the world
over under the aegis of the so-called “Washington consensus’, which reigned
supreme between the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and the financial crash of
2008. Neoliberalism acquired the status of a master ideology that inflected
leaders and parties across the political divide. In the 1990s, Bill Clinton, Tony
Blair, Romano Prodi and Gerhard Schroder all came to share Thatcher’s
commitment to free markets and property rights, in what became known as a
Third Way between market conservatism and social democracy. The received
wisdom of neoliberalism asserted that the market was more efficient than the
state in delivering prosperity, and that policy-makers had to foster opportunity,
entrepreneurialism, flexibility and openness.

The contemporary political horizon is defined by the collapse of this
neoliberal consensus. The Great Recession of 2008-11 was followed by
prolonged stagnation and now the corona-crash, and these together have
profoundly upset the premises of the neoliberal project and its capacity to
explain reality. Much as the emergence of stagflation — the coincidence of
stagnation and inflation — in the 1970s presented an insoluble problem for
Keynesian approaches, opening the way to monetarism and other capital-friendly
policies, the current economic situation presents paradoxes that are impossible to
solve within the neoliberal framework. With an economy marked by stagnation
and deflationary pressures, which massive injections of liquidity and quantitative
easing programmes have so far been unable to assuage, and while interest rates
remain at an historic minimum, the neoliberal playbook of free competition
seems unfit to address present dilemmas. While some authors have tried to
capture this crepuscular phase as a partial readjustment of neoliberalism, as
expressed by notions such as ‘authoritarian neoliberalism’ or ‘punitive
neoliberalism’, my argument is that we have now entered a phase of ‘post-
neoliberalism’, when the neoliberal horizon is crumbling around us, opening the

way for a new set of ideological coordinates to replace it.

Figure 1.1 Neoliberal thesis, populist anti-thesis, neo-statist synthesis
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The contemporary ideological horizon is defined by the clash between neoliberalism and populism
and the rise of an interventionist neo-statism which attempts to overcome this deadlock.

The crisis of the neoliberal consensus has manifested for many years in the
rise of populist movements of the most disparate sort. From Occupy Wall Street
to the Gilets Jaunes, from the new movements of the radical right to the
resurgence of a socialist left, including Labour under Jeremy Corbyn and
millennial socialism under the influence of Bernie Sanders and Alexandria
Ocasio-Cortez, populism has been seen as the defining trend of contemporary
politics. Despite their ideological differences, these various phenomena have
shared a common enemy in neoliberalism and appealed to ordinary people
against the elites. As I will argue in this chapter, the so-called populist moment
has not been a phase of ideological convergence between right and left as argued
by pro-market centrists seeking to smear socialists. On the contrary, it has been a
phase of strong political polarisation between a new nationalist right and a new
socialist left, both moving away from the neoliberal centre in different
directions.

Populism is crucial to understanding the genesis of the present political
realignment. But capturing the spirit of post-neoliberal politics cannot stop at the
analysis of populism as a negative counterpart of neoliberal elitism. It requires a
focus on content, on the substantive political visions that are emerging out of the
present crisis. Specifically, it involves exploring the neo-statism that has



emerged out of the confrontation between neoliberalism and populism. It is in
this neo-statism, namely a recuperation of the importance of state intervention,
that we can find the key ingredients of an emerging post-neoliberal political
order. The new battle for consensus, as will become clear, revolves around the
notions of national sovereignty over the economy, social protection and
democratic control. This protective statism is not a partisan ideology advocated
by only one political camp, but more like a meta-ideological horizon, which, like
neoliberalism at its zenith, infuses the entire political space.

Contemporary ideological commonsense is no longer just neoliberal, but
increasingly neo-statist. The main political tendencies dominating the Western
political landscape must all address the basic concerns at the heart of
contemporary neo-statism: shelter from the vagaries of the global economy,
protection from the international market, the economic development of
depressed regions, democratic control over all levels of government, health and
social security, and the provision of basic goods that cannot be left to the market.
Hence, the new framework offered by neo-statism seems to offer a response to
many urgent issues that neoliberalism appears unequipped to address. But while
prefiguring a new post-neoliberal consensus, neo-statism is also a battlefield in
which very different visions of the state and its mission are emerging; and a
space in which new burning ethical and political dilemmas are coming to the
fore.

The Populist 2010s

The rise of populism in its multifarious and contradictory forms has been the
most important political manifestation of the declining ideological hegemony of
neoliberalism. According to theorists like Chantal Mouffe and Cas Mudde, the
2010s were a ‘populist moment’ or ‘populist zeitgeist’ in which populism seems

to have been stronger and more prominent than ever. 3 Scholars have battled
over the exact meaning of the term, some seeing it as an ideology, albeit a thin

one, * while others have interpreted it as a ‘discursive logic’, ® or as a matter of

style or rhetoric; ® some attributing populism only to the nationalist right, while
others have understood it as a generalised political tendency. This scholarship

tends to share a formalistic approach, 7 identifying minimum common
characteristics of populist movements, such as their reliance on the rhetorical
opposition between people and the elite, rather than exploring the structural and
class underpinnings of these phenomena.



When the media speak of populism, they are usually referring to the populist
right represented by the likes of Donald Trump in the United States, Matteo
Salvini in Italy, Jair Bolsonaro in Brazil, Viktor Orban in Hungary, and their
political allies in several other countries. Using chauvinistic arguments and
xenophobic rhetoric targeting migrants, foreigners and all varieties of minorities,
this new brand of right-wing politics achieved spectacular success in the second
half of the 2010s. The victory of the Leave campaign in the 2016 Brexit
referendum and Boris Johnson’s subsequent rise to power; the election of
Donald Trump as 45th US president in November 2016; the rise in popularity of
Salvini in Italy in the aftermath of the general elections of March 2018; the
election of Jair Bolsonaro in the Brazilian presidential elections in November
2018 — were all key populist moments of the last decade. They have informed
the impression that we live in an ‘age of anger’, to use the words of Indian
essayist Pankaj Mishra, in which popular discontent plays all too easily into the
hands of right-wing demagogues who are ready to use all the basest tactics to
shore up their power: circulating fake news, scapegoating minorities and
pandering to all sorts of social anxieties. &

But populism is not a phenomenon associated only with the nationalist right.
For example, while the 2018 elections in Italy briefly put the League and Salvini
in government, it was the populist but centrist Five Star Movement that
commanded the largest number of seats in the Italian parliament; indeed, it
controlled many government posts, including the office of prime minister, held
by self-described ‘people’s lawyer’ Antonio Conte, who has run the country
during the pandemic in a centre-left coalition with the Italian Democratic Party,
until being replaced by a technocratic government led by the former European
Central Bank chief Mario Draghi. Furthermore, in recent years populism has
been associated with many left-wing campaigns and political parties, often
described as manifestations of a ‘left populism’. If anything, the leftist version of
populism can claim a longer history than its national-populist doppelgdnger.
Populism has been entrenched in Argentina and other countries since the mid
twentieth century. Today, to most people in Latin America, populism means the
populist left of the 2000s and figures like Hugo Chavez and Luiz Ifiacio Lula da
Silva. Similarly, in the United States, populism has a progressive tradition,
embodied by the proto-socialist People’s Party of the late nineteenth century,
which brought together farm workers and industrial workers against moneyed
elites and robber-barons, and for a decade represented an alternative to the
Democratic Party.

Building on this tradition of progressive populism, there has been much



debate in recent years on the need for a ‘left-populism’ as a means of developing
a coherent response to the Trumpist right. Chantal Mouffe has argued that
‘instead of seeing the populist moment only as a threat to democracy, it is urgent

to realize that it also offers the opportunity for its radicalization’. ° Similarly,
Grace Blakeley in the UK has written that the left ‘must develop a populist
narrative, which shows that working people are being made worse off by an
exploitative and extractive capitalist model that sees wealth and power

concentrated in the hands of a tiny elite’. '° In the US, figures such as left
journalist and essayist Thomas Frank have argued that the Democratic Party has
lost ground because it has betrayed working people by focusing on the
constituency of urban professionals, and that it is necessary to embrace populism

rather than reject it. '' Similarly, Harvard economist Dani Rodrik has
counterposed to the cultural populism he attributes to the right an economic
populism he associates with the left. 12

Movements such as Podemos, La France Insoumise, Syriza and Labour
under Corbyn were all seen as progressive incarnations of this populist moment
with the adoption of populist discourse providing a means to revive traditional

redistributive motives of the left. '3 Since 2010, social movements from Occupy
Wall Street to the French Gilets Jaunes have embraced egalitarian populism in a
redoubled form. Wearing the safety vests of road workers, French protesters
have emphatically demanded that power be taken away from Macron, ¢ le
président des riches ’, and returned to the people. Thus, contemporary politics is
marked not only by the conflict between neoliberalism and populism, but by the
competition between two radically alternative strands of populism. Trump’s
former strategist, Steve Bannon, was not too far off the mark when he said that
the defining political fight of our times was between the nationalist populism
represented by Trump and his European allies and the socialist populism he
identified with Jeremy Corbyn and Bernie Sanders. 4

The question of whether the left should ‘go populist’ occupied much debate
among progressives during the 2010s. Many on the left resisted such a move,
insisting it would amount to pandering to the nationalism and xenophobia of the
right. This suspicion was echoed in tirades by neoliberal centrists such as Tony
Blair’s protégé Yascha Mounk, who argued that left-wing populists were just the
same as right-wing populists — echoing a customary neoliberal trope in which
political extremes join hands, all to reaffirm the importance of the political
centre. But these discussions betrayed a fundamental misunderstanding.

References to a populist left and right did not mean that they were
converging ideologically in a sort of cross-over populism. If anything, the



populist moment has been marked by strong political polarisation with a new
‘real left’ and ‘real right’ moving further apart from the neoliberal centre. The
explanatory power of the idea of a populist moment lay in the fact it captured
first and foremost a commonality of structural conditions which carried the need
for similar strategies and rhetoric developing at opposite ends of the political
spectrum. It reflected the gaping divide between an economic oligarchy that had
amassed the spoils of neoliberal globalisation and the vast mass of people, who
had seen their conditions stagnate or decline. It was from this impoverished
working class and the squeezed middle class that both the new right and new left
emerging in the populist moment strove to draw new bases of support. Populist
discourse mobilised by new political actors thus contained an implicit class, or
‘plebeian’, appeal. It suggested that the centre of gravity in the battle for
electoral consensus had moved from the aspirational middle class that was the
decisive swing electorate at the height of the neoliberal era to voters affected by
socioeconomic decline.

Some recent events seem to point to the fact that this populist moment may
be fading, giving way to a post-populist phase. The coronavirus pandemic has
negatively affected many leaders and groups that are part of the populist right
because of the perception of their mismanagement of the pandemic, and of the
irresponsibility of an anti-science libertarianism that the right has often stoked.
Furthermore, Trump’s humiliating exit from the White House in the aftermath of
the Capitol Hill riots may hamper the appeal of right-wing populists in the short
term. At the same time, many centrist and left-populist political efforts have
been defeated, or have entered into centre-left alliances — for example, the Five
Star Movement alliance with the Italian Democratic Party, and the alliance
between Podemos and the Spanish Socialist Party. Populism seems to have been
either defeated or normalised.

These tendencies do not mark the ‘end of populism’ in any absolute sense.
Populism is a perennial feature of mass democracies, in which the notion of the

people constitutes the universal subject. ' In turn, the character of populism
varies according to historical circumstances. In the twentieth century, it was an
anomalous political tendency in Latin American countries facing economic
underdevelopment and with high shares of the population living off the informal
economy. In the twenty-first century, it appears in the core countries of the
capitalist West, afflicted by ‘hyperdevelopment’ in a landscape of stagnation,
falling living standards and apparently intractable environmental problems.
Finally, populist orientations can have radically different manifestations
depending on the ideologies they are associated with — hence the risk in reducing



to the same ‘populism’ phenomena that otherwise have little in common. Yet, it
is apparent that at a moment when populism seems to have reached saturation
point, inflecting virtually all political actors and voicing widespread discontent
at neoliberalism, this notion alone is not sufficient anymore to capture the
underlying logic of contemporary politics.

The theoretical effort needed to make sense of the new political horizon in
the aftermath of the pandemic requires us to overcome this misunderstanding of
populism as a purely negative moment, or as a cauldron in which left/right
political differences are eliminated. Furthermore, it is necessary to go beyond the
formalism that has dominated debate on populism and capture the concrete
political positions, and the new class alignments, that have emerged out of the
populist moment. To this end, in the continuation of this chapter we shall
examine more closely the three major actors on the contemporary political stage:
the nationalist right, the socialist left and the neoliberal centre.

The Nationalist Right

There is little doubt that the most significant political trend in recent years has
been the rise of the nationalist right. It has been such a striking trend that many
commentators in the press and academia have come to view it as synonymous
with ‘populism’ per se. The victory of Boris Johnson after the Brexit ordeal, on
the back of a strong anti-immigration campaign; the rise to power of Donald
Trump in the United States and of Jair Bolsonaro in Brazil; the dominance of
national-populists in Eastern Europe; the strong popularity of Marine Le Pen in
France, Matteo Salvini in Italy and the neo-Francoist Vox party in Spain — have
all created the impression that, at least until the Covid crisis began to build in
2020, national populism was an unstoppable political force bound to engulf
countries all around the world.

What is novel about this new nationalist right is the way in which it has
departed from the dominant approach of conservatism in the 1990s and 2000s,
which was to accept the neoliberal framework. This shift has been seen at
different levels: in economic policy as much as in social and cultural policy.
Some leaders of the populist right have abandoned adherence to strict
monetarism, which was prevalent at the height of the neoliberal era. They have
accepted the need for some fiscal deficit, especially in the aftermath of the
pandemic, leading some people to speak of a right-wing Keynesianism.
Furthermore, they have broken with the free trade creed of neoconservatives, as



seen in Trump’s protectionism and Johnson’s embrace of the idea of an activist
state. While the populist right is still in line with other neoliberal tenets, such as
low taxation, this shift in economic policy is a remarkable break with the legacy
of Reagan and Thatcher.

However, more symbolic has been the populist right’s departure from
neoliberal consensus on social and cultural issues. National populists have
adopted a communitarian discourse infused with xenophobia, misogyny and
chauvinism, as a means to intercept the growing anger and resentment of
disgruntled workers and the declining middle class. The toxic nature of this
discourse has led to the perception that national-populism is ultimately just a
contemporary recrudescence of twentieth-century fascism — a kind of Nazi-
populism, if you will. References to the 1930s and to an impending fascist
menace have routinely peppered commentaries about Trump and his
international sympathisers. Former US secretary of state Madeleine Albright
attacked Trump vehemently in a book emphatically titled Fascism: A Warning .
16 American philosopher Jason Stanley, in his book How Fascism Works ,
identifies the rhetoric of Trump and others as typically fascist. 17

Many politicians who feature on the frontline of the ‘nationalist
international’ have indeed often flirted with openly fascist movements and ideas.
In the United States, Trump has sometimes deployed overtly fascist rhetoric,
indulged neo-Nazi groups such as Richard Spencer’s National Policy Institute
and Gavin Mclnnes’s Proud Boys, and given credence to far-right conspiracy

theories such as those associated with QAnon. '8 Fascist movements have clearly
felt emboldened by Trump’s election. The 6 January 2021 Capitol Hill riots,
incited by Donald Trump with the participation of far-right militias, seemed to
confirm the worst fears about a new fascism. In Italy there have been frequent
meetings between Matteo Salvini and members of the neo-fascist groups
CasaPound and Forza Nuova; and in Hungary, Orban has known ties to the neo-
Nazi Jobbik party.

It is true that some contemporary right-wing populists may eventually go
down the road of outright fascism. As things stand, however, right-wing
populism generally has a greater resemblance to nineteenth-century rabid
conservative nationalism than to twentieth-century fascism. Although it has
adopted many of the toxic themes of fascism, contemporary right-wing populism
lacks the reactionary element of a ‘revolution against revolutions’. More
generally, it is doubtful whether the Trumpists fully embody the defining
characteristics of fascism identified by Poulantzas: its overt biological and/or
cultural racism; its militarism and will-to-conquer; its totalitarian and anti-



democratic spirit. 19

While often engaging in dog-whistle racism, the new nationalists have
mostly stopped short of explicitly affirming white supremacism. In their
approach to foreign policy, they appear more doggedly isolationist than bent on
war and invasion. It is telling that, while often issuing threats to foreign enemies,
such as Iran, Trump did not embark on any new armed conflicts — a signal
achievement for a US president, given the record of recent decades. More
complex is the attitude of the populist right regarding democracy. So far, most
right-wing populist movements seem bent more on plebiscitary democracy than
outright dictatorship. Trump’s attempt to subvert the 2020 election results,
however, suggests that their celebration of democracy is purely opportunistic.

Rather than outright fascists, right-wing populists are better understood as
‘illiberals’. The term ‘illiberal democracy’ was approvingly coined by Hungarian
prime minister Viktor Orban in a 2014 speech, expressing his refusal of liberal
values, and has since been used by liberal theorists to express the nature of

Orban-style populism. 2° Besides Orban, this illiberalism has also been attributed
to Russian president Vladimir Putin, who has been accused of overtly and
covertly giving succour to his international allies in Europe and America while

explicitly claiming that the hegemony of liberalism was over. 2! Yale historian
Timothy Snyder has sounded the alarm on the rise of illiberal regimes in Europe
and America, singling out Putin’s despotism as one of the main international

drivers of this phenomenon. ?? For Takis Pappas, the right-wing populists’
pursuit of an ‘illiberal democracy’ is what distinguishes them from full-blown

fascists. 23 While fascism is non-democratic illiberalism, because it is both
against civil liberties and democracy, populism is democratic illiberalism: it
continues to nominally embrace democratic methods while attacking civil
liberties and political institutions. 2*

The Covid pandemic led the nationalist right to radicalise its discourse, and
in particular its criticism of science and experts. Nationalist leaders the world
over have embraced conspiracy theories and winked at the anti-vaccination and
anti-mask movements. They have pandered to fears of a fictitious communist
enemy and stoked the flames of anti-China sentiment. Following their anti-elite
instinct has, however, sometimes led national-populists to embrace untenable
positions, leading to internecine culture wars within the right and an increasing
divergence between hardcore right-wing populists like Trump and more
moderate ones like Johnson. The radicalisation of the nationalist right is a
reflection of despair more than a demonstration of strength; it reveals the
weakness of what, until 2019, looked like the unstoppable rise of nationalism.



This moment of the right’s retreat may open new opportunities for the left,
whose embrace of populism has been aimed at the construction of a people built
around a logic of equality and inclusion rather than discrimination.

The Socialist Left

The rise of a nationalist right has been paralleled on the opposite political front
by the rise of a new socialist left. The foundation of Podemos, an avowedly left
populist party in Spain in 2014; the victory of Syriza in the January 2015 Greek
parliamentary elections; the election of Jeremy Corbyn as Labour leader in the
UK in May 2015 and the strong performance for Labour in the 2017 national
elections; Bernie Sanders’ inspiring primary campaign in 2016; and the creation
of La France Insoumise, with its leader Jean-Luc Mélenchon coming close to
entering the second round of the French 2017 presidential elections — this rapid
succession of events, created the impression that there was a strong revival of the
socialist left in the populist moment. While most of the politicians and parties
involved were previously confined to the radical left, in the aftermath of the
2008 financial crash they managed to conquer a larger base of support profiting
from widespread socioeconomic distress and discontent at mainstream centre-
left parties.

The feature that defines this new socialist left against the mainstream centre-
left is its hostility towards the Third Way adopted by several social-democratic
formations in the 1990s, including those of Clinton, Blair and Schréder. The
socialist left has vehemently denounced the neoliberal conversion of the centre-
left, and in particular its complicity in the demolition of the Keynesian welfare
state, with disastrous effects for many working people. To correct what they
perceive as a betrayal of the true mission of the left, the leaders of this ‘newest
left” — sometimes described as a ‘purple wave’, after the colour used by Podemos
in reference to the ‘pink wave’ of Latin American left-populism of the 2000s —
have advocated policies with a strong democratic socialist flavour. They have
called for investment in public health and public education, an extension of
social benefits and a return of the state as a driver of economic activity.
Furthermore, they have taken aim at the rich and at the financial system as a
whole, demanding higher taxation of the wealthy and a reining in of global
corporations.

This reprise of redistributive themes has led to a debate about the return of
socialism, as seen in the many discussions of democratic socialism, twenty-first-



century socialism, or ‘millennial socialism’ (in the sense of a socialism for the
millennial generation). What is at stake in the current left revival is not merely a
resuscitation of the socialism of old, but the adaptation of traditional socialist
priorities to a society marked not only by extreme inequality, but also by social
atomisation and low levels of political participation. It is a socialism whose
populism consists mainly in a unifying appeal to the people as a means to make
up for the weakness of class organisation, at a time when trade union
membership has fallen to a historical low. This left resurgence has been met with
disapproval from liberal commentators almost equalling that of the nationalist
right — not least because it has shown that, despite decades of neoliberalism,
criticism of capitalism has a renewed appeal.

Compared with the strong success of the new nationalist right, the electoral
record of this new left has been rather disappointing. In the Anglo-Saxon world,
both Corbyn and Sanders were defeated in 2019-20 — though after marking the
best performances for overtly socialist candidates in both of their countries for
several decades. Although some would like to paint Corbyn as a new Michael
Foot — in other words, as marking a lurch to the left that ended in failure for
Labour — this ignores some significant facts. While the 2019 elections were a
disaster for Labour, in the 2017 polls Corbyn came close to beating the Tories,
despite strong internal opposition from sections of the party apparatus that
openly boycotted him. Similarly, in 2016, Bernie Sanders surprised
commentators by coming close to snatching away the Democratic nomination
from Hillary Clinton, whose victory was largely owed to the support she
received from party grandees in the Democratic National Congress.

The fact that politicians like Sanders and Corbyn who, until their populist
transmogrification, were seen as marginal figures of the radical left, were able to
contend for power at a national level was remarkable, despite their ultimate
failure. Moreover, left-populist formations in other countries did manage to
reach government. In Greece, post-communist Syriza won two elections, in
January and September 2015, its leader, Alexis Tsipras, governing the country as
prime minister until 2019 in a progressive government that was nevertheless

criticised by the hard left for capitulating to the pressures of the Troika. 2°
Meanwhile, following its foundation in 2014 in the wake of the Indignados
movement, Podemos moved firmly into position as the third-largest party in
Spain — ultimately, in January 2020, forming a government with the socialist
PSOE.

There are some parallelisms between this socialist—populist wave and other
parties such as Italy’s Five Star Movement. The formation founded by comedian



Beppe Grillo is not a movement that can be easily catalogued as on the left,
much less as socialist, eschewing all talk of ideology. It is one of the phenomena
to have emerged out of the populist decade that strongly corresponds to a sort of
ideal-typical ‘pure populism’. It has attracted supporters with political leanings
all over the political map — nationalist, conservative, socialist and social-
democratic — if, indeed, they had any previous political affiliation at all. Its
central political pitch has been an anti-elitist opposition to the political class. Its
eclecticism and post-ideological character are underlined by the fact that, before
entering a coalition government with the Democratic Party (PD), it was in
coalition with radical right-wing Lega, posing little resistance to the hard line of
Salvini on closing harbours to migrants. Nonetheless, the Five Star Movement
has been responsible for pushing a number of policies that have redirected Italian
political mobilisation towards social-democratic ends. It has created a citizen
wage that supports over a million poor households in Italy and Prime Minister
Conte’s second government has supported decisions that mark a rupture with the
neoliberal consensus, including the partial renationalisation of Italy’s
motorways. Thus, while many candidates of the new socialist left have
ultimately been defeated, and more centrist formations such as the Five Star
Movement are experiencing declining support at the polls, it would be wrong to
hastily conclude that populism cannot work for the left. In fact, only the left
parties that have embraced populist discourse have managed to overcome their
electoral marginalisation.

Table 1.1 Political Actors in the Great Recoil
Socialist left

Sovereignty|Popular sovereignty;
democratic autonomy;
egalitarian state; state
capacity

Neoliberal centre (Nationalist right

National sovereignty;
territorial sovereignty;
White supremacy;
ethnic democracy

Supra-national
governance;
defence of global
integration and
European Union
(EU); support of
multilateral
institutions (ECB,
IMF, WB, WTO,
UN)

Protection

Social protectivism;
labour and
environmental
protectionism; anti-

Free trade; no state
subsidies; suspicion
towards
protectionism

Proprietarian

protectionism; trade
tariffs; bilateralism;
regressive taxation;



globalisation; Sinophobia; law and

nationalisation of order policies;
strategic industries; defence of local
jobs guarantee; social capitalist class;
welfare and health; socialism for the rich
politics of care

Control Environmental Technocracy; Border controls; anti-
regulation; wealth virtual town hall ~ |migrant policies;
taxation; unions on meetings; civil strengthening of
corporate boards; social [society participation|executive power;
movements; citizens’ plebiscitary
participation democracy

Despite its failings, the emergence of a new socialist left with populist
characteristics proves that the lurch to the extreme right is not a foregone
conclusion in the era of the Great Recoil. Socialist policies have been
demonstrated to have broad appeal among voters, who now covet state
protection from health and economic insecurity. This is all the more significant
given the way in which, since 1989, neoliberals have demonised socialism
through ‘red scare’ tactics. Testifying to this rebalancing is the fact that even
centre-left parties such as the Democratic Party in the United States and the new
president, Joe Biden, and the PSOE in Spain have been forced to redirect their
agendas in a left direction, promising to champion the priorities of workers,
neglected for so long in favour of corporate interests. A centrist, on the model of
Clinton and Obama, since becoming president Joe Biden has unveiled ambitious
spending plans and a far-reaching green deal, often jointly described as
‘Bidenomics’, which point to a departure from the neoliberal consensus. Biden’s
economic programmes include a $2 trillion infrastructure investment plan,
higher taxes on corporations, and action against tax havens. These policies show
that the centre-left is realigning itself, to a great extent in response to the
growing influence of the socialist wing of the Democratic Party. Thus, while the
political situation may look dire for the left, the electoral viability of progressive
economic policies in the longer term should not be underestimated.

The Neoliberal Centre

The feature shared by the nationalist right and the socialist left, which lies at the



core of their populist orientation, is their hostility towards the neoliberal centre.
The neoliberal centre — a category that includes many formations and politicians
that adopt a free market stance and preach political moderation — was the
dominant actor during the 1990s and early 2000s, when the alternative between
centre-left and centre-right governments seemed a matter of taste rather than
substance (like the difference between Coca-Cola and Pepsi, according to Slavoj
Zizek’s quip), neoliberal policies always being part of the package. Since the
2008 economic downturn, however, pro-market centrists have been on the back
foot, as public opinion has grown increasingly critical of neoliberal globalisation
and the devastating effects of the policies it entails, including privatisation and
deregulation.

If anything, this defensive repositioning has become more pronounced amid
the Covid-19 pandemic, since free markets have failed spectacularly to provide
essential health goods and services. It is true that the emergency situation, by
revealing the incompetence and recklessness of the nationalist right, seems to
have given a new lease of life to the politics of competence and expertise —
something on which centrist politicians have long prided themselves. The
consolidation of Angela Merkel’s reputation for clear-headed and compassionate
moderation and the growing popularity of centrist figures like Jacinda Ardern in
New Zealand and Justin Trudeau in Canada are indications of this trend. Yet the
profound socioeconomic pain inflicted by the corona-crash and the new
Keynesian interventionism and welfare support that are now being demanded,
evidently go against the laissez-faire creed espoused by free market centrists.

A sense of disorientation is engulfing contemporary liberalism. In works
such as Edward Luce’s The Retreat of Western Liberalism , William A.
Galston’s Anti-Pluralism and Patrick Deneen’s Why Liberalism Failed , liberal
scholars have argued that liberalism faces an existential crisis, and that populists’

success derives from liberalism’s decline. 2® But the root causes underpinning
this correlation between a fading liberalism and a growing populism remain
unexplored. While liberals are quick to denounce the political illiberalism of the
populist right, they often fail to notice how discontent at the liberal order stems
from the disastrous effects of neoliberal economic doctrines themselves —
‘actually existing liberalism’, as it might be called: the concrete form that liberal
doctrine has acquired in the early twenty-first century. The depiction of
populism as a pathology often found in the liberal news media and academia
seems to be part of a strategy to deflect blame; it overlooks the unforgiving
structural circumstances from which the populist moment emerged as a reaction
against the free market extremism of neoliberal governments.



The suspicion of liberal centrists towards populism in all its forms is strongly
reciprocated. As we have seen, what sets both the socialist left and the
nationalist right apart from their predecessors is a strong opposition to
neoliberalism. The dominant trends of their political discourse are post-
neoliberal, because they involve a negation of the key neoliberal reservations
against government intervention and in favour of prudent fiscal policy and
limited social spending. Whereas neoliberalism celebrates freedom of movement
of all economic factors (capital, labour and commodities) in the global arena,
populist challengers have often questioned whether free markets work for the
collective or national good. Whereas neoliberalism waxes lyrical about the
advantages of openness, populists on the left and the right have signalled the
value of protecting society by advocating economic protectionism; whereas
neoliberalism is informed by a preference for cosmopolitan globalisation, right-
wing populists have reclaimed the importance of locality, nationality and place-
based identity; whereas neoliberals see the state as a mere referee, praising the
self-organisation of private firms and civil society, left-wing populists have
called for an interventionist state; and, finally, where neoliberals have long
preached and practised antisocial monetarism, populists advocate Keynesian
monetary expansion, deficit spending and debt monetisation advocated by

Modern Monetary Theory. %7 In short, twenty-first-century populist discourse is
fundamentally the antithesis and inversion of neoliberalism: populism = anti-
neoliberalism. Yet, this has also been populism’s apparent limit, the fact that it
tends to stop at the level of countercultural contestation, instead of rising to the

challenge of constructing a truly counter-hegemonic project. 28 It from this
necessary negative moment that a post-neoliberal statism is now developing its
positive form.

A New ldeological Era

The negation of neoliberalism that lies at the core of the populist moment is
represented differently within the nationalist right and the socialist left. The right
mostly takes aim at cultural neoliberalism — the openness and tolerance with
respect to cultures and genders that was one of the components of so-called

progressive neoliberalism discussed by Nancy Fraser. 2° While it has denounced
and abandoned the neoliberal commitment to global free trade it has clearly
conserved the neoliberal emphasis on low taxation and lax labour regulation.
Conversely, the left has not only attacked free trade in the name of



environmental and social protectionism, but has also denounced the system of
flexible labour regulation and casualisation that has dominated markets for
employment since the 1980s. On the other hand, it generally retains the same
favourable view of multiculturalism and immigration espoused by the neoliberal
centre-left. From the collision between neoliberal thesis and populist antithesis a
novel synthesis is now emerging, in the form of a protective neo-statism that
aspires to displace neoliberalism in its role of defining our shared ideological
horizon.

Figure 1.2 Title: Ideological long waves in the twentieth and early twenty-first century
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Like the economy, ideology is defined by long waves lasting for around forty to fifty years, with
periods of rising hegemony succeeded by phases of decline. After the early twentieth-century
crisis of liberalism and the crisis of social democracy in the 1970s and 1980s, we seem to be
witnessing a new moment of ideological transition.

We can best approach this trend of historical transformation of ideologies
through the notion of ideological cycles, similar to the long waves discussed by

Soviet economist Nikolai Kondratieff, each lasting for around fifty years. 3°
Successive historical eras have been defined by different ideological hegemonies
that have often emerged in opposition to pre-existing dominant ideologies. We
can begin from the liberal era of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
which was dominated in various European countries by liberal formations
informed by the idea of laissez-faire market individualism, putting the

conservative right mostly on the defensive. 3! Its master-signifier was freedom.
The liberal era ended in the disasters of world wars and global depression and its
place was taken by its old socialist adversary — democratic in the West,
authoritarian in the East — whose master-signifier was justice. In the face of



capitalist crisis, Red Russia became the purveyor of a state-centred and highly
repressive socialism in one country. At the same moment, Roosevelt was
fashioning his progressive New Deal, which prioritised pro-labour policies and
social-democratic public spending (as, for a briefer period, did Léon Blum’s
Popular Front government in France). With liberalism in crisis, fascist
nationalism emerged as a right-wing reaction against the rise of socialism,
appropriating part of the discourse of working-class movements. In the aftermath
of World War II, socialism developed on both sides of the Iron Curtain. In most
countries of Western Europe, class compromise took the form of a social-
democratic pact between capital and labour and led to the so-called trente
glorieuses — the golden age of economic growth experienced by capitalism
between 1945 and 1975; in the USSR and its satellites, it was expressed in a
communist command economy and policies of social welfare.

The oil shocks and crises of the 1970s signalled the collapse of the social-
democratic era, once again opening the terrain for the birth of a new ideological
order. The battle for hegemony was won by neoliberalism, informed by thinkers
such as Friedrich Hayek, Karl Popper and Milton Friedman. These thinkers took
aim at what they saw as a wasteful and authoritarian socialist world. Neoliberal
ideology was swiftly implemented by a new brand of conservative politicians —
most importantly Margaret Thatcher in the UK and Ronald Reagan in the United
States, who ensured that neoliberalism became the dominant economic and
political doctrine among policymakers. Once again, the master-signifier of this
era was ‘freedom’ — or, more precisely, ‘market freedom’. This was
accompanied by a number of connected terms — ‘openness’, ‘opportunity’,
‘entrepreneurialism’ — that conspired to project the narrative of a triumphant era
of open markets. The rise of anti-neoliberal populism in the 2010s, fuelled by
widespread discontent at ballooning inequality, marks the low point of this
ideological era. Populism is neoliberal society recoiling upon itself.

We now stand at a similar moment of ideological, or better meta-ideological,
transition, in the sense of a systemic change in ideological space that embraces
both political poles. It is a moment in which neoliberalism seems on the point of
giving way to a neo-statism, which is destined to reshape political discourse and
radically transform society’s expectations and political priorities. While, amid
the frenzy of the present ideological interregnum, we cannot yet affirm with any
certainty whether this shift in political common sense will have a progressive or
reactionary momentum, the new keywords of the discourse of protection and
control provide an inkling of the new world that is emerging out of the Covid
crisis.



Statist Signifiers

To study post-neoliberal ideology, I follow the framework of discourse analysis,
examining the speeches, public declarations, policy documents and campaign
messages of Western political leaders, and approaching them as texts that are
part of a larger ideological discourse. The study of political discourse offers a
vantage point from which to investigate political ideology — and explore the
changes in values and worldviews that are emerging in the present moment. One
of the problems with the debate on populism that has developed in recent
decades is that it seems to only scratch at the surface of the actual content of
contemporary ideology. As we have previously signalled, this scholarship is
dominated by a formalistic approach, which reduces the contents of populism to
an anti-elite, anti-establishment posture, combined with the pursuit of a
discourse of the people. It thereby makes little headway in capturing the concrete
demands, visions, values, but also class coalitions and antagonisms, that lie at
the centre of post-neoliberal politics and spell out their positive content.

This formalism is visible in the work of the most influential theorist of
populism, Ernesto Laclau, an Argentinian theorist who fled to exile in England
to escape military dictatorship. The work of Laclau offers the most sophisticated
and explicit theorisation of populism as a discursive phenomenon. In On
Populist Reason , his best systematisation of this argument, Laclau asserts: ‘by
“populism” we do not understand a type of movement — identifiable with either a

special social base or a particular ideological orientation’. 3? Laclau proposed

instead an approach to populism as a certain ‘political logic’. 33 This means that
populism is not an ideology as such, but rather a discursive dynamic that, in
different circumstances, will articulate different ideological contents. This goes a
long way to explaining why populism seemingly never offers itself in a pure
form, as it were, but in alloys uniting disparate and sometimes seemingly
irreconcilable ideological elements: from working-class communism and
socialism to middle-class radicalism and reactionary bourgeois conservatism.
Hence the quintessentially hybrid and eccentric character of populist politics.
What is central to populism, according to Laclau, is its appeal to the people,
defined as the totality of the political community, and the connected construction
of a ‘popular identity’. This ‘popular identity’ — as distinct from other social
identities that are mobilised in the political arena, such as class identity, religious
identity and gender identity — is marked by its all-inclusive character, which
allies various constituencies and their disparate demands. This unity develops
through a ‘chain of equivalence’ — a process of concatenation that binds together



disparate grievances in opposition to a single power system. Taking his cue from
Jacques Lacan’s psychoanalysis and the linguistics of Saussure, with their
insistence on the arbitrary nature of the coupling between signifier and signified,
Laclau famously argues that this unifying effort coalesces around an ‘empty
signifier’. 3* This is a symbol that, precisely by virtue of its indeterminacy and
apparent meaninglessness, becomes the catalyst of a process of symbolic and
political aggregation. 3> This theory has provided useful insights into the logic of
mobilisation for national-populist leaders like Donald Trump and left-populist
parties such as Podemos, and the way such mobilisation revolves around a
unifying appeal to the people against the establishment, which studiously avoids
traditional political signifiers. But to understand the shape of post-neoliberal
politics it is necessary to move beyond this formal-istic theory of populism and
the connected view of contemporary politics as a collection of empty signifiers.
It is instead time to approach the substantive contents that are emerging on the
post-neoliberal horizon and how they project a new political imaginary.

The discursive horizon of the Great Recoil is defined by the neo-statist triad
of sovereignty , control and protection , the master-signifiers of our era. Issues of
sovereignty are mobilised to reassert the primacy of the state and of political
power over private power, as well as the primacy of national space. These
notions have been voiced not only by ‘exiters’ and anti-globalists, but also in the
context of social and environmental campaigns and calls for energy sovereignty,
technological sovereignty, food sovereignty, democracy and local government.
The demand for a restoration of popular sovereignty reflects a perception of the
weakness of the nation-state and its inability to function as an effective agency
guaranteeing people’s security, amid the present phase of organic crisis of
capitalist democracies. It involves a reaffirmation of the principle of authority, in
contrast with the libertarian anti-authoritarianism dominant in the neoliberal era,
in a negation of the framing of the state as wasteful and impotent.

Terms such as ‘protection’ and ‘control’ are strongly connected to this
rehabilitation of the principle of political authority and order. ‘Protection’ is
associated with a demand for security in a world full of danger and fear, whose
central driver, unlike the desire for risk-taking in the pursuit of wealth that
defined the neoliberal era, is economic precarity and status anxiety: a profound
fear of decline, substitution, or even annihilation, as expressed by environmental
movements campaigning for climate justice. This demand features broadly in
contemporary political discourse around all forms of protection, from protection
against the coronavirus to environmental protection, on the left, to the protection
of cultural identity against migrants, on the right. Finally, the issue of ‘control’



echoes from the Brexit campaign on retaking national control of borders and
laws, to demands for workers’ control and social movements’ struggles for a real
democracy. This demand reflects an anxiety about a world that feels increasingly
chaotic, in which the desire to regain some steering capacity at a collective level
has become singularly urgent.

Figure 1.3 The neo-statist discursive triad
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Neo-statist discourse centres on three recurring terms: sovereignty, protection and control. All of
them are connected to the growing demand for security (in its manifold variations: social,
environmental and geopolitical).

The terms featuring in the neo-statist triad are not mere ‘empty signifiers’ —
in other words, terms whose content is arbitrary, and ultimately irrelevant.
Rather, their distinctive aspect is that they do indeed carry ‘signifieds’: specific
meanings that are secreted through their deployment in political philosophy and



political history. For example, the notion of control revolves around issues of
mastery, domination and ownership, including the operation of various state
apparatuses. Talk of control, in this sense, is distinct from talk of ‘freedom’. It
implies a different vision of society, and projects different priorities and
preoccupations. On the other hand, these terms can be assigned different specific
connotations, by qualifying them and emphasising certain aspects of their
content over others. When speaking of security, for example, the nationalist right
is referring chiefly to law and order — security from crime. The socialist left, on
the other hand, will emphasise issues of social and environmental security. If
they share a common jargon, it is because the socialist left and nationalist right
live in the same world and face the same fundamental social dilemmas at a time
marked by the triple threat of economic, climate and health crises. What matters
for the purposes of political programmes and strategies is how various political
forces ‘fill’ these signifiers with specific meanings, and in turn how these
meanings offer a response to dominant social anxieties. To begin addressing
these questions in the next chapter we will explore the crisis of neoliberal
globalisation, which constitutes the historical background against which these
ideological shifts can be best understood.



2
Global Blowback

The coronavirus crisis marks a tipping point in the decline of neoliberal
globalisation that has important consequences for contemporary politics and
ideology. In just a few weeks in February and March 2020, what initially looked
like a local epidemic affecting a limited region of Asia — a passing threat like the
one posed in previous years by SARS, MERS and HIN1 — became a severe
global pandemic. The spread of the virus grew rapidly out of control and billions
of people had to go into lock-down in order to ‘flatten the curve’ of contagion,
and protect the intensive care units of healthcare systems around the world from
a sudden, overwhelming influx of gasping patients. With empty streets and
shopping malls, the routine wearing of surgical masks and large trucks sanitising
walkways, the landscape of major cities was transformed. Several countries
closed their borders, while planes remained earthbound. The health crisis was
soon compounded by a major economic depression. Many countries underwent
their largest drop in employment in history. Entire industries, and in particular
the tourism sector, heavily dependent on international travel, ground to a halt,
while governments and central banks tried desperately to stem economic
collapse by pumping enormous sums of money into the economy.

The event has been described as an ‘exogenous’ shock — one originating
outside the system it affects, an unprecedented and unrepeatable ‘black swan’
event, violently upsetting well-established equilibria. However, the explosion of
the pandemic and its consequences are anything but exogenous to society; they



are merely accelerating developments that were already years in the making. The
Covid-19 pandemic has shone a light on the follies of the neoliberal system and
the risks of global interconnectedness. From business travellers becoming super-
spreaders to the shortage of beds and ventilators — due to austerity cuts to public
services — and the social inequality between those able to ‘smart-work’ and those
forced to risk infection in factories and warehouses or be laid off, this emergency
has been a damning test of the fraught promises of a neoliberal and globalised
world. Moreover, this crisis should not be taken as a one-off. Rather, as many
people have come to realise, it offers a cautionary tale about coming global
emergencies, as represented in a viral internet meme in which the wave of
Covid-19 is followed by even higher and more destructive waves: the recession,
climate change, biodiversity collapse. The health emergency has served to
connect the dots of a failing global order.

Economic globalisation — the growing interconnectedness of the economy at
a planetary level — has been the most vaunted product of the neoliberal order.
During the 1990s and early 2000s, it looked like an unstoppable phenomenon,
bound to integrate even the most remote recesses of the planet into a global
market, while condemning the countries, companies and individuals who did not
follow its imperatives to irrelevance. Nonetheless, in a world traversed by
multiple shocks, it is precisely this monument to neoliberalism’s ingenuity and
ambition that stands in peril. Already in the aftermath of the 2008 financial
crisis, and during the austere 2010s, economists had noticed a tendency towards
‘slowbalisation’ — the slowing of globalisation. Global growth slackened, foreign
direct investments dipped and even global trade — a key indicator of global
interconnectedness — itself receded. The coronavirus crisis has only intensified
this tendency, producing a dip in global trade, the upsetting of global supply
chains, growing economic protectionism, and signs of increasing ‘uncoupling’
between the Chinese and Western economies. !

This state of affairs is central to any understanding of ideological
transformation attending the Great Recoil. As this chapter will show, the
multiple inequalities engendered by globalisation have been key drivers of the
social discontent that has fuelled the rise of populist movements in the 2010s.
Globalisation’s drive towards externalisation and flexibility has redrawn the
economic map of the world according to the principle of cost-minimisation of
production inputs, especially labour. In order to sell on world markets and
insulate their profits from taxation, companies have relocated, outsourced their
labour, offshored their factories and taken advantage of the special export zones
and tax havens that were created all over the world during the neoliberal era. The



net result has been a spectacular rise in inequality. A very few have been able to
amass huge wealth, while workers’ wages have been pushed to the bottom;
economic risks have sharpened; and the gulf has grown massively between rich,
globalised cities and a diffuse global periphery ravaged by impoverishment and
decline. These huge social dislocations, combined with a perception of exposure
to uncontrollable and anti-democratic forces, lie at the heart of the global
agoraphobia that informs contemporary politics.

United under One World Market

Popularised by Harvard business professor Theodore Levitt in the mid 1980s, the
term globalisation served to capture the progressive engulfing of ever more
nations into a global market under the aegis of the United States as the
uncontested global superpower after the collapse of the Soviet bloc. In fact, this

is not the first globalisation in history, nor probably the last. 2 As Fernand
Braudel and other theorists of the ‘world-system’ such as Immanuel Wallerstein
and Giovani Arrighi have documented, from the Genoese to the Dutch Empire
and the Victorian age, societies have undergone successive waves of

international integration and trade liberalisation. 3 But the wave of globalisation
occurring after the fall of the Berlin Wall has been unequalled in magnitude. For
the first time in human history, almost the entire planetary economy has been
subsumed into a unitary world market.

Neoliberal globalisation emerged from the ruins of the system created by the
Bretton Woods Agreement — signed in 1944 as World War II was still raging in
Europe, China and the Pacific — which until the 1970s had enforced strict control
over currency and capital movements. Starting in the 1960s, the rise of
multinational corporations and the increase in transnational capital mobility
began to reshape the international economy. From just a few hundred at the end
of World War II, multinational corporations grew in number to 30,000 by 1990

and then 100,000 by 2011. # The most disparate industries — from car
manufacturing to food and beverages, retailing and social media — were
progressively colonised by multinationals such as Nike, Coca-Cola and Nestlé,
and more recently digital companies such as Apple, Facebook and Amazon;
these became the public faces of globalisation, whose goods, services and brands
were available virtually anywhere on the planet. Some of these companies are
larger in financial value than many countries, affording them such enormous
power that some commentators speak of ‘corporate sovereignty’ having



surpassed that of nation-states. > According to the United Nations Conference on
Trade and Development (UNCTAD), 80 per cent of global trade happens in
‘value chains’ linked to transnational corporations, and a third of it takes place
within multinational companies, between their various national affiliates. ©

The growth of corporations has been facilitated by free-trade agreements that
have done away with many barriers to international commerce. While the
original General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade, signed in 1947, already aimed
at the liberalisation of trade through the reduction of tariffs, quotas and
subsidies, important areas — such as agriculture, textiles and, most importantly,
services — were not covered by it. The World Trade Organization (WTO),
created in 1995, went on to supervise 95 per cent of the world’s global trade. Its
effect — combined with that of the creation of regional free trade agreements
such as the Mercosur in South America (1991), the ASEAN Free Trade
Agreement (AFTA, incorporating Southeast Asian nations — 1992) and the North
American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA — 1994), as well as ever deeper
integration in the European market — was the progressive elimination of ever
more trade barriers.

As a consequence, global trade has grown spectacularly. Between 1985 and
2011, it more than doubled, growing by an average of 5.6 per cent in excess of

global GDP growth. 7 There are now countries, such as Hungary and the
Netherlands, whose volume of global trade (combining imports and exports) is
greater than their GDP, indicating a state of extreme dependency on the vagaries
of the global market. Developing countries in Latin America and Africa have
become global suppliers of primary goods, oil, minerals and cash crops, while
China has risen to the status of ‘factory of the world’. Export-processing zones
or ‘special zones’ — tax-free areas dedicated to the production of export goods —

have grown from 500 in 1995 to 5,400 in 2018, according to UNCTAD. 8
Despite its present difficulties, global trade continues to be a formidable force:
the value of world merchandise stood at a towering US$19 trillion in 2019 —
equivalent to the GDP of the entire European Union.

Free trade and the rise of multinational corporations have been key factors
fuelling the pervasive financialisation of the economy. Informed by the
recommendations of English theorist and ‘economic diplomat’ John Maynard
Keynes, the Bretton Woods Agreement was designed to limit international
capital flows, which Keynes considered a cause of macroeconomic
destabilisation. Furthermore, taking a lesson from the Great Depression, many
countries had imposed strict regulations on the banking sector; the landmark
Glass—Steagall legislation, passed in the United States in 1933, separated



commercial from investment banking. During the decades after World War 11,
governments implemented controls on capital flows and currency holdings. For
instance, when travelling abroad, citizens could only exchange limited amounts
of cash. Neoliberalism demolished all such Keynesian rigidities that stood in the
way of international market arbitrage and speculation.

In the aftermath of the oil shocks of the 1970s and the end of the Bretton
Woods gold standard, OECD countries underwent a sustained liberalisation of
their financial systems. The growth of the Eurodollar market in the 1960s and
1970s and the ensuing deregulation of financial services in London in 1983, led
to the famous ‘Big Bang’ in the London Stock Exchange. In the United States,
under Ronald Reagan, requirements for savings and loans were relaxed and the
Depository Institutions Act of 1982 deregulated mortgage lending. In the 1990s,
Bill Clinton would further shake up the industry, repealing the Glass-Steagall
Act. These measures were accompanied by a relaxation of controls over
international capital mobility. Global capital flows more than quadrupled
between 2000 and 2007 and continued growing even after the 2008 crisis.
Global market capitalisation was estimated to be $90 trillion in 2019, while
gross cross-border capital flows accounted for over 20 per cent of global GDP: a
colossal river of money that can wreak havoc in countries experiencing sudden
inflows and outflows.

These global economic trends were accompanied at the national level by a
progressive weakening of social protections established during the social-
democratic era. In the post-war years, the capitalist West experienced a golden
age of growth and rising productivity; demand was maintained by Keynesian
government spending while wages were driven up by strong unions. This social-
democratic compact reduced inequality and curbed the managerial autonomy of
industrialists and the property rights of the wealthy. But this was not to last.
Starting in the 1970s, neoliberals introduced an ever-greater degree of
monetarism into the system while attacking the power of unions. Even in
continental Europe, where social democracy remained dominant throughout the
1980s and 1990s, social-welfare provisions were reduced and made ever more
conditional on job-seeking. German social democracy caved in to neoliberal
flexibility by passing the ‘workfare’ package of the Hartz IV labour reforms in
the early 2000s. Labour deregulation came to allow for all sorts of part-time,
casualised or ‘zero-hour’ contracts, offloading risks onto workers. The so-called
‘pact between labour and capital’ of the post-war period, forged amid fear of the
Soviet Union, which guaranteed rising living standards for workers was thus
progressively dismantled. The institutions that had guaranteed social stability



and presided over sustained growth during the so-called trente glorieuses — the
years of the economic miracle grown on the rubble of World War II — were seen
as out of kilter with the logic of international competitiveness and the connected
imperative of suppressing salaries and social guarantees.

The buzzword ‘globalisation’ served to give these different economic
‘reforms’ the allure of a civilisational project. Globalisation was predicated on
the promise of universal prosperity: it would not just lift people in Third World
countries out of poverty, but also provide better jobs for workers living in the old
trinity of the capitalist system — the United States, Europe and Japan. While
many added-value manufacturing jobs would inevitably be relocated offshore,
highly skilled and better-paid jobs in the service industry would become
available. Opening countries to the global market would not only render
companies more efficient, and hence make consumers happier; it would also
force governments to abandon unsustainable deficit-spending and tax-payer
support for failing industries, providing an effective ‘external constraint’ to deter
irrational and wasteful economic practices. Resisting globalisation would be
framed as reactionary or nostalgic, given the momentum behind it. All
politicians could do was to manage it, making national economies more export-
friendly and globally competitive.

As argued by the former vice president of Bolivia, Alvaro Garcia Linera, for
many people globalisation ultimately became ‘a political and ideological horizon
to channel collective hopes into a unique destiny where all possible expectations

of improvement can become reality’. ® Neoliberal evangelists not only saw ‘the
global triumph of the free market as the “natural” and irreversible destiny of the
world’; they also painted globalisation as a moment of ‘redemption of

humanity’. 19 In the teleological vision of a Hegelian end of history proposed by
American political scientist Francis Fukuyama, globalisation was to be the last
step in the development of the World Spirit, affirming the civilisational

supremacy of liberal societies. ! United under the umbrella of global capitalism,
humanity would overcome its atavistic particularisms and recognise its shared
interests. Global economic integration would be the pathway to a more peaceful
and rational world. Commercial bonds of economic interdependence between
countries, shouldered by the international interests of global finance, would be
the best insurance policy against war.

Globalisation was also a utopia in the literal sense of the word — that is, as a
non-place. It promised to obliterate geographical distance and erode parochial,
place-based identities. Its practical driving force was what Marxist geographer
David Harvey named ‘time—space compression’ — in other words, the shortening



of travel times and instantaneous communication. 2 Indeed, thanks to the
accelerating pace of transportation and information transmission, the space of
global flows, epitomised by the internet, seemed bound to prevail over the space

of places. > This elision of time would result in a shrinking of space, a victory of

speed over terrain. '* The overcoming of barriers and distances would eventually
be complete, leading to what one New York Times columnist and globalisation
apologist, Thomas L. Friedman, called a borderless ‘flat earth’ of endless

opportunities. > Regardless of whether one lived in Baltimore, Jakarta, Mumbai,
or Cape Town — so the argument ran — the world would eventually resemble the
global village envisioned by Marshall McLuhan, under festoons filled with the

faces of celebrities and the logos of global brands. 16 As history came to an end,
geography and geopolitics would themselves breathe their last.

Globalisation in Shreds

Amid the dark atmosphere of the present, with societies caught in multiple
systemic crises and globalisation on the retreat, the wisdom of hindsight allows
us to assess these shining promises with a cooler eye. It is true that globalisation
has had positive results in emerging economies. The inclusion of China and
other developing countries in the world market has taken hundreds of millions
out of rural poverty and created a sizeable middle class. However, the growth
record under neoliberalism (1979-2008) was considerably lower than that
achieved under the Keynesianism that defined the Bretton Woods era (1946-71),
with its fixed exchange rates and limited capital mobility. Furthermore,
globalisation has contributed to a spectacular increase in social inequality,

magnified by the enormous scale on which the economy now operates. '” In
2020, it was documented that 2,153 billionaires had more wealth than the 4.6
billion people making up 60 per cent of the world’s population. Between them,
they controlled US$10 trillion, and Jeff Bezos, one of the world’s richest people,
was projected to become the world’s first trillionaire in the 2030s. In fact, in
America and Europe wages have long stagnated; the labour share in national
income has been steadily decreasing since 1990, while the capital share has been
growing and growing. In this context, globalisation seems to have lost much of
its former ideological allure. It is no longer perceived as a force for prosperity,
but as the prime source of many threats that have put society’s well-being in
peril.

These strains of globalisation have been vividly revealed in the wave of



crises of the 2010s and 2020s. The 2008 financial deflagration caused a great
recession that disproportionately affected America, and especially Europe, and
led to growing unemployment, stagnating wages and millions of people unable
to pay their rent or mortgage. Public services were cut to the bone under the
aegis of austerity, leading to infant poverty, and now to thousands of
unnecessary deaths due to unpreparedness in the face of the pandemic, in a
landscape of devastated education and welfare services. From a macroeconomic
perspective, the 2020 coronavirus crisis is far worse than the 2008 slump and
more similar to the Great Depression of the 1930s. The simultaneous fall in
production and consumption during the repeated wave of lock-downs between
2020 and 2021 resulted in a deep economic contraction. The fall in GDP in 2020
was just below 10 per cent in OECD countries — something unseen since World
War II. Things could get far worse, with unemployment ballooning and the
possibility of a new financial crisis.

Despite the enormous stimulus packages totalling US$5 trillion, in the
United States and around half that amount in the European Union, and massive
government interventions to support household incomes and corporate liquidity,
prospects remain bleak. As economists like Nouriel Roubini have argued, we
may be heading for a ‘Greater Depression’ marked by mass unemployment,

deflation and widespread bankruptcies. '® Neoliberal voices insist this is just a
bump in the road, but it is clear that this crisis poses an existential challenge to

globalisation as we know it. 19 After the slowdown of global economic
integration experienced in the 2010s, we are likely to see a phase of outright
‘deglobalisation’ — a global convulsion resulting in a lasting reduction in global
economic interconnectedness: logistics chains are shortening, companies are
reshoring and national economic interventions are multiplying. In the long run
this trend could potentially lead to markets more closely focused on specific

countries and their immediate geographical region, in order to ensure greater

economic and environmental ‘resilience’. 2°

The problems faced by globalisation are paradoxically a product of its own
success — a result of the fact that it has saturated the entire planet after drawing
one country after another into its grasp. There are now no new markets left to
open up. The garment factories of the Buriganga River in Bangladesh and the
furniture factories around Ho Chi Minh City in Vietnam — some of the most
recent sites of global integration — are a sort of Hercules column Western
neoliberal capitalism cannot overcome. Ironically, and tragically, both are under
threat from rising sea levels due to climate change. Meanwhile, natural resources
— mines, forests and fisheries — are overexploited, large areas of the planet



subject to excessive construction, and climate catastrophe lies on the horizon.
There is no more profitable ‘low-hanging fruit’ to be picked. Some investors
hope that digital technologies will give a new lease of life to capitalism, opening
an unexploited space in which it might thrive, an intensification of productivity
and exploitation making up for the impossibility of further spatial extension.
Others look to the ‘lawless sea’, in which libertarians like Peter Thiel want to
erect autonomous floating cities. Others still set their gaze towards the sky —
focusing on the moon, Mars and other planets and asteroids that Tesla’s founder
Elon Musk, among others, hopes to mine, and one day even colonise. In the
meantime, though, global capital is in danger of asphyxiation in a world whose
every recess it has colonised.

The crisis of globalisation has important geopolitical implications. What
came to be known neutrally as ‘globalisation’ was in fact US-led globalisation,
whose stability depended on the unrivalled status of the United States as world
hegemon after the collapse of the Soviet Bloc. China’s tremendous growth in
recent decades and its consequently rising international status, combined with
the progressive decline of the United States, are upsetting the balance of
international relations. The financial difficulties of the United States — the
prospect of a devaluation of the dollar, the collapse in US domestic saving and a
gaping current account — may even lead to the loss of the dollar’s status as

international reserve currency. 2! The so-called ‘Opening of China’, propitiated
by a meeting between Mao and Nixon in 1972 and set in motion by reforms
initiated in 1978 by Deng Xiaoping, was instrumental in setting the conditions
for a truly world market hinged on the Sino-American axis. In recent years, the
country has moved beyond the low-cost manufacturing that caused the term
‘Made in China’ to be associated with cheap, poor-quality products. It has
shifted towards the domestic market and towards high technology; in artificial
intelligence, for example, China now has a considerable edge over the United
States.

As in previous crises of the world system, we are witnessing an

intensification of inter-power rivalries. 2> The growing self-confidence of China,
demonstrated by huge investments in Africa, the gigantic Belt and Road
Initiative logistics project and its assertiveness in the South China Sea, is a major
worry for the United States, which fears an anticipated end of the ‘American
Century’. The Trump administration’s trade war with China was a sign of a
change in attitudes that may not be entirely reversed by Biden’s administration.
This escalating confrontation may turn out to be the first stirrings of a new Cold
War, which may eventually escalate into a “Thucydides Trap’ — the tendency of



the declining hegemon to spark an all-out conflict against a rising rival. 23 In the
coming years, it can be expected that the United States and China will try ever
more urgently to assert their respective spheres of influence, forcing other
countries, including those in the European Union, to make a binary choice about
which power they should submit to. Some hope that the end of unipolar
globalisation under US hegemony will lead to a more pluralistic multipolar
world. Nonetheless, considering the resentment nursed by the United States as a
declining hegemon and the ever more aggressive ambitions of the Chinese state,
the reality of a Balkanised globalisation may prove far less hospitable than such
expectations suggest.

Externalisation and Offshoring

To understand the strains produced by neoliberal globalisation, coming fully into
view precisely at the moment of its decline, it is essential to appreciate in detail
how the world market has refashioned economies and societies. Only by looking
at the direction of travel at its moment of expansion can we estimate the
orientation of globalisation’s retreat in the moment of the Great Recoil.
Neoliberal exopolitics was pervaded by an outward push, scattering around the
world everything that was previously contained within the cages of various
social units. Free market economists advised a reorientation towards exports,
praising financial markets and supra-national institutions for imposing external
constraints on national budgets. The imperative for managers, companies and
governments was externalisation — a catch-word peppered throughout the pages
of financial newspapers and MBA syllabi.

Externalisation underpins many of the managerial innovations introduced
during the neoliberal era: outsourcing, contracting out, offshoring of businesses
and manufacturing facilities. Such terms semantically reflect this outward thrust
and the intention of escaping the bonds imposed by pre-existing social units. The
new spirit of capitalism described by Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello centred
on ‘outsourcing, the creation of subsidiaries, relocations’. It had a predilection
for ‘lean firms working as networks with a multitude of participants’ with ‘a slim
core surrounded by a conglomeration of suppliers, subcontractors, service
providers, temporary personnel making it possible to vary the workforce
according to the level of business and allied firms’. 24 In line with this model,
many companies were radically restructured, outsourcing entire departments,
functions or activities that had previously been handled in-house to third parties,



to achieve greater ‘flexibility’ and concentrate on the activities deemed most
profitable. 2> Thus, for example, a tech company might externalise its
manufacturing process to other firms, which in turn outsource provision of basic
materials to other companies, leading to a complex ‘value chain’ of suppliers
and sub-suppliers, often comprising hundreds of firms located in several dozen
countries. Take, for instance, the iconic case of an Apple iPhone — designed in
Cupertino, California and assembled near Shenzhen, in China with rare earth
materials from Inner Mongolia and hand-mined cobalt and coltan from war-
ravaged Congo; and then sold all over the world in elegant shops.

The efficiency gains, and connected profit margins, achieved through global
outsourcing were by and large premised on the disempowerment of organised
labour, by its nature reliant on ‘union density’ and the physical concentration of
workers in crowded workplaces. The neoliberal restructuring of firms led to the

‘closure of numerous “great bastions” of trade unionism (coal mines, iron and

steel, shipyards, automobiles, etc.), or their subjection to severe job cutbacks’. 2

The net result of these moves was the scattering of workers across smaller firms

that tended to be less unionised and did not have a tradition of resistance. ?” In
fact, for many firms, externalisation has meant relocation and offshoring — the
moving of plants and activities to countries with lower wages. New industrial
centres have mushroomed in developing countries with poor working conditions
and low pay: from the maquiladoras producing components for the US car
industry in Mexico, to the ghastly and sometimes deadly textile factories in
Southeast Asia producing clothes sold by Western brands. This trend has
severely undercut employment opportunities for the working class in the global
North, turning many industrial communities into rust belts blighted by despair
and drug addiction.

The outsourcing revolution is strongly tied to the drive towards exports.
Neoliberal politicians have waxed lyrical about the benefits of an export-oriented
economy, insisting that a strong export sector would allow countries to specialise
in the activities in which they were most productive, benefiting both consumers,
who would be able to purchase goods at lower prices, and workers, who would
be able to find well-paid jobs in high-added-value production. Export — namely
the production of goods and services to be consumed externally — is driven by
the constant quest of capital to pursue the ‘optimal allocation’ of resources,

resulting in extreme specialisation in a global system of production. 28
Entrepreneurs strive to exploit the so-called ‘factor endowment’ of each country
and region, whether it is land, minerals or skilled labour. This often leads to a
situation akin to monoculture, in which, by overemphasising certain areas of



production, countries abandon others that, while essential for local consumption
— from food to clothing and machinery — are suboptimal in terms of international
competition. This has plunged not only peripheral but also many semi-peripheral
countries into a ‘development trap’, in which they are incapable of lifting
themselves from the type of low-value production on which they have become
over-dependent.

Even more dismal have been the consequences for wages. The focus on
exports and the imperative to be internationally competitive has meant that
companies have had to fight tooth and nail against their international
competitors, which mostly take the form of gigantic multinationals that are able
to leverage huge economies of scale. The easiest option is to minimise costs, and
in particular the cost of labour, engendering a global ‘race to the bottom’ in
which workers are inevitably the victims. Furthermore, an export-oriented
economy translates into a disregard for the domestic market. By definition,
producing goods for export entails renouncing their local consumption. In an
export-oriented economy, multinationals do not have to concern themselves too
much with domestic demand in their country of incorporation. If anything,
domestic demand needs to be kept under control, as it would probably imply a
rise in wages, which would in turn undercut international competitiveness.
Whereas, under Fordism, companies had a vested interest in their home country
being economically prosperous and their workers well paid, enabling them to
purchase their cars and washing machines, this reciprocity of interests has now
been severed.

Externalisation is ultimately also the core logic of financialisation. As we
have seen, while the Bretton Woods Agreement aimed at enclosing finance
within national boundaries, as advised by Keynes, neoliberal globalisation has
unleashed the genie of financial markets. The most evident consequence has
been the emergence of offshore tax havens such as the Bahamas and the Cayman
Islands, where companies are ‘domiciled’ in order to escape the control of
national treasuries and skirt their financial regulations. These ‘secrecy
jurisdictions’ resemble pirate strongholds that suck money away from local

economies to store it in virtual vaults controlled by the super-rich. 2° It is here
that digital companies such as Amazon, Facebook, Google and Apple, as well as
wealthy individuals who have become fiscal exiles, hide their enormous treasure
troves. According to Oxfam, internationally, only 5 per cent of state revenues
come from corporate tax, while wealthy individuals avoid one-third of their tax
liabilities on average. Tax havens short-circuit national sovereignty,
preposterously claiming it for territories that are autonomous only in name, as a



ruse to keep the tax collector at bay. 3 Many financial operations attributed to
fiscal havens are in fact performed in the City of London or Manhattan, for
which tax havens act as mere flags of convenience.

The drive for externalisation in the management of firms, commerce and
finance has allowed global capitalism to create new profit opportunities
predicated on skirting the obligations to workers and local communities.
Needless to say, this restructuring has sown the seeds of profound instability,
resulting in a net loss of social protection and democratic control that is now
generating a backlash against global capital. The imperative of externalisation
and global outsourcing has created an army of outsiders — workers who are
deprived of the steady wages and guaranteed coverage of collective bargaining
that were taken for granted during the social-democratic era, making them
particularly vulnerable to economic downturns. These growing ranks of
excluded and impoverished precarious workers have, unsurprisingly, become
neoliberal globalisation’s most discontented cohort.

From the managers’ perspective, the key reason behind the drive towards
externalisation was the intention to offload the risks previously borne by
companies onto workers and society as a whole. But offshoring has also created
altogether new risks connected with the exposure to global disruption —
especially in the case of economic crises, conflict and environmental disaster.
This can be seen most clearly in the case of manufacturing and logistics. The
drive to reduce excess capacity and aim for the goal of ‘just-in-time’ supply
chains, which lies at the heart of outsourcing practices, has caused companies to
reduce their stocks and warehouse space to the bare minimum. While allowing
fixed costs to be lowered this tactic can prove dangerous in emergency situations
where supply chains are disrupted. The Suez canal obstruction of March 2021
was yet another reminder that unforeseen events can clog the arteries of global
trade. The coronavirus crisis and Brexit disruption showed that these
vulnerabilities could potentially even undermine food security, especially in
countries like the UK which imports more than half of their agricultural

products. 3! The same is true of the unpredictability produced by financialisation.
The era of neoliberal globalisation has seen a litany of banking crises: the 1997
Asian financial crisis; the ensuing financial crises in Ecuador, Argentina and
Russia; the dotcom bust of 2000; the financial crisis of the late 2000s. Due to the
absence of robust capital controls acting as a firewall between different financial
systems, capital flight and the ‘financial contagion’ that results from it can
cripple banking systems, devastating businesses and families.

The extreme fragility that represents the flipside of the agility of the new



spirit of capitalism is not unknown to the capitalist class. It has been addressed
by neoliberal management scholars in discussions of ‘resilience’ — in other

words, the ability to manage disruption and ride out difficult circumstances. 32
Using this term, business experts have argued that entrepreneurs should not
merely look at quarter-on-quarter earnings, but at the ability to manage threats
and recover from crisis — overemphasising efficiency can put companies in peril.

33 Likewise, growing concern about global capitalism’s viability is signalled in
current discussions of on-shoring and re-shoring: relocating businesses to their
main countries of operation. In the aftermath of coronavirus, numerous countries
made assessments of their vulnerabilities in key areas, such as pharmaceuticals,
while some, including Japan, offered subsidies to their companies to reshore
industrial production.

The most salient victim of externalisation is ultimately democracy, which by
its nature is tied to location, to a specific territory over which a people asserts
collective control. In this context, as British sociologist of mobility John Urry
highlights, ‘the flows of money, finance and manufacturing, services, security,
waste and emissions, which are in various ways offshored are catastrophic for
transparent governance’. 3% Besides being enemies of national sovereignty,
offshoring and other practices of externalisation are also enemies of democratic
authority, because they disentangle economic and financial activities from the
scale at which state power operates. By globalising production, commerce and
financing, offshored capitalism precipitates a game of smoke and mirrors whose
ultimate aim is to hinder political accountability and fiscal transparency.

Rebellion in the Peripheries

Within each country, global economic integration has opened up deep geo-
economic fractures, widening the gap between large cities and small towns, or
what economic historian Michael Lind describes as ‘hubs’ and ‘hinterland’. 3°
Regions that were attractive to global capital because of their prominence in a
given economic activity — from finance to high-tech manufacturing and tourism
— have flourished. ‘Global cities’ — such as Barcelona, Milan, Amsterdam and
London in Europe; New York and San Francisco in the United States;
Singapore, Beijing and Tokyo in Asia — have profited immensely from their role
as international hubs. 36 But this rise has had its counterpart in the
impoverishment of the hinter-land: of more geographically and economically
peripheral areas that are badly connected to global circuits, or otherwise unable



to offer ‘unique value’ to global consumers and investors.

Pressing outwards, in accordance with the logic of externalisation, neoliberal
globalisation has widened the gap between the centre and the margins, between
the networked global metropolis and the impoverished periphery, while that
periphery has unsurprisingly come to be at the heart of many populist
insurgencies. It was the peripheral areas of the UK, from Sunderland to
Lincolnshire, that provided the strongest electoral ground for Brexit, while the
peripheral states of the Midwest rust belt contributed to Donald Trump’s victory
in 2016. The time-honoured urban-rural cleavage is coming back at the very
centre of contemporary politics, at a time marked by a ‘revenge of geography’,

in which the space of places is reasserting its primacy over the space of flows. 3’
As books like What’s the Matter with Kansas? and Hillbilly Elegy make vividly
clear, ex-urban areas have been afflicted by a wave of social decline and despair
that has pushed many in working-class communities into the hands of the hard

right. 3 The sprawling neoliberal province, the ‘flyover country’ that has
become the object of ridicule in Borat and countless other movies and TV series
is now taking its revenge on the globalised towns it blames for its
marginalisation.

The neoliberal periphery is not defined only in terms of geographic
remoteness, but also in relation to economic marginalisation. It comprises such
disparate areas as the Appalachians in the United States and the northern
banlieues of Paris, the north-east of England and Italy’s Mezzogiorno. In the
European Union, many of the poorest regions are those on the southern
Mediterranean seaboard, such as Andalusia, Calabria, Sicily and the
Peloponnese — far from the so-called ‘Blue Banana’ that stretches from
Liverpool to Milan, where most of the urban population and high-value-added
employment opportunities are concentrated. Often, however, rather than
geographic remoteness, it is reliance on manufacturing that condemns an area to
peripheral status. This is true of the so-called rust belt states of the United States
— Michigan, Ohio, Indiana and Illinois — and their equivalents in the north of
France and the north of England: places that have lost steady and well-paid
manufacturing jobs due to offshoring and automation.

These ex-urban and peri-urban places are part of ‘the hinterland’, which
American writer Phil A. Neel describes as ‘a heavily industrial space — a space
for factory farms, for massive logistics complexes, for power generation, and for

the extraction of resources from forests, deserts, and seas’. 39 It is a space where
‘large-scale industrial extraction, production, and initial processing of primary

products’ takes place these days. “° While large cities, integrated into global



networks, have become sites for high-value economic activities in the fields of
finance, technology and knowledge professions, the hinterland is tied to forms of
production that have been devalued and marginalised in the present digital
economy, such as manufacturing and agriculture. The hinterland has been
disproportionately affected by recent economic crises. As Brookings Institution
senior fellow William A. Galston notes, ‘In the first five years after the Great
Recession, only 35 percent of job gains were in [rural] counties, versus 64

percent in counties with populations of five hundred thousand or more.”
Furthermore, non-metro areas are far more dependent than metropolitan areas on
manufacturing activities that have been devalued under neoliberalism and are
highly exposed to international competition. 4

Many recent protest movements have thematised this suffering of the
periphery. The 2018-19 Gilets Jaunes protest movement in France enjoyed
strong support in suburban areas and small centres, famously turning provincial
roundabouts into protest barricades. According to French geographer Christophe
Guilly, protestors clad in yellow vests have exposed a deep rift between the city

and the countryside. 3 While 40 per cent of the population in urban areas control
two-thirds of GDP, the remaining 60 per cent are left with a meagre third. As
they become integrated into the global value chains of finance, information
technology, services and tourism, urban centres sever themselves from the
countryside, which becomes increasingly useless from the viewpoint of global
capital.

In times of globalisation, living in this expanded periphery is a recipe for
both destitution and disenfranchisement. The systematic externalisation of the
economy has made manufacturing workers feel superfluous and disposable, their
jobs always on the verge of being offshored. This trend is compounded by a
perception of the loss of democratic voice and control — which, as we have seen,
is a by-product of externalisation. In a world in which decision-making is in the
ever more remote hands of businessmen, technocrats and aloof politicians living
in global cities or ‘offshore’, where an increasing number of economic forces
appear to have escaped the scope of democratic decision-making and public
oversight, those who live on the periphery are bound to feel like mere objects of
economic and political life, with little say over their destiny.

It is only in light of this experience of neglect and loss, experienced most
sharply in the global periphery, that we can interpret the culture war between
conservatives and progressives, and the way it maps onto the rural-urban divide.
According to scholars including Pippa Norris and Ronald Inglehart, cultural
conservatism is the key driver behind populist rebellions which see neoliberal



modernisation and progressive values as a threat to identity and tradition. **

While no doubt cultural conservatism has been a major factor in fuelling right-
wing populism, it is simplistic to think that the populist rebellion is
predominantly a cultural issue, when it stems first and foremost from widening
social inequality.

An example of this misconception can be seen in the argument advanced by
centrist commentator David Goodhart that the Brexit referendum uncovered a

newly salient divide between ‘Somewheres’ and ‘Anywheres’. 46 Anywheres — a
code word for the ‘metropolitan elite’ — are between 20 and 25 per cent of the
population, while Somewheres make up around 50 per cent, giving them
significant electoral power. Anywheres tend to live in London or other big cities,
are highly educated and well-travelled, and do not have a strong attachment to
place. Somewheres, people of lesser income and education, live in more
peripheral areas, from rural Scotland to Cornwall. They have a strong attachment
to place and tradition, and feel uneasy about the transformations imposed by

globalisation, for which they blame Anywheres. 47 In this narrative, the
opposition between country and city is reduced to a matter of values and
attitudes dividing urban progressives and rural conservatives, a perspective
negating that of Thomas Frank in What’s the Matter with Kansas , which holds
that it is economic disarray and social despair that leads peripheral
constituencies to embrace conservative views. 48

The dissatisfaction with neoliberalism, felt most acutely at the periphery, has
clear socioeconomic causes. It stems from the rollback of the state and the
gutting of industry, resulting from the neoliberal logic of externalisation and the
way it has disproportionately affected peripheral areas. Ignoring such
socioeconomic realities in favour of an exclusive focus on cultural conflicts is
akin to looking at the finger rather than the moon. Moreover, it is overlooked
that the growth in global migration — what Goodhart sees as the burning issue for
Somewheres — has been the direct result of the imbalances of globalisation. The
asymmetries engendered by global economic integration constantly force people
to relocate to other countries in search of jobs. The high degree of international
specialisation means that workers have to move around to fill in for the ‘input
gaps’ opening in different countries, depending on their position in the
international division of labour. To make up for the lack of opportunities at
home, Spanish, Greek and Italian engineers have had to move to northern
European countries, Nepalese construction workers to the Middle East and
African field and factory workers to Europe’s shores.

Like other factors of production, labour is constantly propelled to the places



where the highest returns can be made, in order to realise its value on the global
market. But unlike that of commodities and capital, the flow of labour is far from
unimpeded. Even at the height of neoliberal globalisation, governments mostly
enforced strict rules on immigration, denying migrants residency and citizenship,
thus forcing many of them to live off the informal economy or accept miserly
wages. In other words, movement of labour has a far higher ‘cost’ than that of
capital and commodities, in terms of the physical and psychological dangers,
cultural ostracism and economic precariousness it entails. Yet, its possible
benefits mean that emigration often remains an attractive option. The immigrant
is thus the figure in which globalisation’s pressures and contradictions are
personified. This goes a long way to explaining why immigration makes an ideal
target for political forces that want to be seen as fighting against the rapacity of
globalisation without ever being required to address its root causes.

Global Agoraphobia

Neoliberal globalisation may well have succeeded in subjecting the entire planet
to the imperative of profit. But success has yielded to economic shocks, viral
gloom and ecological catastrophe, turning our seas into hosts for enormous
plastic gyres and plunging the planet into the catastrophe of climate change.
Contemporary political conflicts reflect the affliction engendered by the
steamroller of globalisation and the way in which it has created a sense of
dislocation and exposure. These strains have become more painful at a time
when globalisation is on the retreat, and when the wounds that have been opened
by global capital’s outward expansion are now rubbed with the salt of economic
implosion.

The present era of the Great Recoil corresponds to the ‘second movement’
socialist economic historian Karl Polanyi described in The Great Transformation
, when phases of capitalist expansion recede and are met by ‘societal responses’.

49 According to Polanyi, in phases of profound crisis like that opened by the
1929 Wall Street Crash, society tends to act defensively, erecting forms of social
protection against a capitalist logic that has manifestly failed to deliver
prosperity, yet becomes even more aggressive in its attempts to extract profit.
During this moment, societies are involved in a process of ‘re-internalisation’
that aims to ‘re-embed’ the economy in society. On certain occasions, this
second movement ultimately produces a reactionary drive, pacifying the conflict
between capital and labour under the aegis of an authoritarian corporatist state,



typified by the fascist movements of the 1920s and 1930s. But this is not the
only possible conclusion. Roosevelt’s New Deal in the United States and the
French and Spanish popular-front governments represented the left’s attempts to
resolve the same quandaries in a progressive direction. This theory has become
fashionable once again in recent years, numerous economists contending that
what we are facing in the aftermath of the 2008 crash is in fact a new ‘Polanyi

moment’. >0

Indeed, the present crisis of globalisation has many echoes in Polanyi’s
analysis, and his discussion of the sense of ‘exposure’ produced by capitalist
rapacity. The push for externalisation of neoliberal capitalism, with its geo-
economic dislocations and the flattening of barriers and regulative institutions,
has exposed workers and citizens to a number of economic flows against which
they feel they have little control, which breeds a perception that might be
described as agoraphobia — a fear of open spaces. Agoraphobia as a psychiatric
phenomenon has in fact become a clinical emergency, many citizens being
seized with anxiety over their uncertain future and by fear of contact with others.

>l Metaphorically, however, the term can be used to capture the anxieties related
to our sense of finding ourselves caught in an open global space deprived of
protection or control.

We live in an agoraphobic world because globalisation is no longer
perceived as a sea of opportunities that any sane citizen should tap into with
enthusiasm, where the best will be prized for their efforts. Rather, it is
increasingly regarded as something akin to a lawless and tempestuous ocean
inhabited by monsters and ravaged by corsair ships that launch frequent attacks
on workers and local communities. Global flows of finance, trade, services,
information and people, celebrated by neoliberals as sources of economic
prosperity, are now often seen as scourges to be defended against. This sense of
vulnerability also applies to other areas of our everyday experience, including
social media, that have exposed us to public scrutiny, as well as to the unwitting
extraction of our data, leading many to retreat from it therapeutically, either
temporarily or for good. Even global travel, long celebrated as an opportunity for
exploration and to develop business relationships, has now been reframed as a
means of accelerating the spread of viruses, while global trade has spawned
biosecurity threats brought by invasive non-native species, such as the Asian
fruit flies that convey the pathogen Xylella fastidiosa , which has destroyed
many olive trees in Europe, and the fall armyworm that has devastated sub-
Saharan Africa.

This condition of exposure goes a long way towards explaining the logic of



contemporary politics. Many of the political tendencies that typify the Great
Recoil reflect an endopolitics — that is, a politics of the interior — that attempts to
provide some relief from such exposure, to reassert autonomy and interiority, in
a world where capitalist interconnectedness has bred a sense of restless
impotence about the future. Global capitalism has ushered in a redoubled
externalisation, heightened by the planetary scale of the contemporary market
and the way in which virtually all aspects of our everyday life, our cities and our
social relationships are becoming commodified: spare rooms rented out on
Airbnb; hours of work on sale on Amazon Turk or in service to food delivery
companies; our every behaviour on social media being tracked and repurposed
as an opportunity to target our eyeballs; the blight of tourism selling an
authenticity that is ever more manufactured.

Now facing the externalised reality of global capital, ‘spirit at once recoils in
horror from this abstract unity, from this selfless substantiality, and against it
affirms individuality’, to quote a famous passage of Hegel’s Phenomenology of

the Spirit . °> The perception of systemic vulnerability engenders a push towards
re-internalisation, which attempts to rebalance a world out of kilter. As we have
seen in the course of the chapter, this moment of counter-thrust has a clear
material and structural dimension and can be seen in the backward movement of
economic growth and global trade, amid a growing perception of the saturation
of markets and the impossibility of further economic expansion within the
present regime of accumulation. But even more important for the purpose of our
discussion are the psychological and ideological ramifications of the Great
Recoil.

The images of a politics turning back to itself are manifold in the present
conjuncture. Populism’s soul-searching and sometimes chauvinistic politics; the
anxieties created by impending environmental catastrophe; the emphasis on
repair, rescue and recovering in policies by Joe Biden and other world leaders;
the flourishing of the retro culture and nostalgia that pervades much of our
politics; even the celebration of psychological introversion in a world dominated

by extroverts >3 — all seem to bear the mark of Polanyi’s second movement and
Hegel’s Erinnerung , of a moment in which society is caught in internal
reconstruction. Post-neoliberal endopolitics and the emphasis on questions of
sovereignty, protection and control that have emerged between the populism of
the 2010s and the neo-statism of the early 2020s — need to be understood as
attempts to re-internalise capital, to re-embed economic processes in social and
political institutions and to reaffirm a sense of interiority, order and equilibrium
as a means to confront and navigate a world marked by uncertainty and



disruption. Having laid out the political and economic contours of the Great
Recoil, in the chapters that follow I will explore in more detail its ideological
contents, focusing on three key notions that crop up at every turn in
contemporary political debates: sovereignty, protection and control.



3

Sovereignty

In understanding the endopolitics of the Great Recoil and the political responses
engendered by the crisis of neoliberal globalisation, a key term is: sovereignty.
Usually understood as the right of the state to assert uncon-tested power over a
territory, sovereignty pops up in the most varied of contexts: in discussions
about the rollback of the state, in debates about migration, in criticism of
technological imperialism, or in conversations about the social and economic
implications of the pandemic. It has even precipitated its own ‘-ism’ — the ugly
term ‘sovereigntyism’ — used in France and Italy particularly, to describe
defenders of national sovereignty against anti-sovereigntyists, otherwise known
as globalists.

In the news media, the resurgence of the term sovereignty has been strongly
associated with the ascent of the nationalist right during the 2010s. Brexit was
presented from the start as a fight for sovereignty, in which the ‘exit’ option
would put an end to the delegation of power to a supranational, ‘globalist’
institutions represented by the EU, and reclaim sovereignty at the national level.
As Philip Stephens noted in the Financial Times , ‘the neuralgic word in the

British debate about Europe is sovereignty’. >* In the autumn of 2020, four years
after the Brexit referendum and a few months before his resignation, Boris
Johnson’s chief adviser at Downing Street, and former Director of the ‘Vote
Leave’ campaign, Dominic Cummings, argued that a No Deal outcome in the
negotiations would be a ‘pivot to sovereignty’, allowing the UK government to



pursue its vision of an activist state. ! Donald Trump’s successful 2016 campaign
for the US presidency was also presented very much as a fight for sovereignty
amid a situation in which US national interests had been overlooked, allowing
China and its NATO allies to profit. In 2017, Trump argued at the UN General
Assembly for the restoration of ‘strong and independent nations that embrace

their sovereignty to promote security, prosperity, and peace’. 2 In France in
recent years, Marine Le Pen has pronounced the word souveraineté at every
possible opportunity in her public tirades against the EU, as well as in her
targeting of Muslim immigrants, portraying herself and her allies as defenders of
national sovereignty fighting against the globalists at the helm of unaccountable
supranational agencies. >

The term sovereignty, however, is more politically ambiguous than its use by
the right, and the facile equation between sovereigntyists and nationalists,
suggests. Italy’s post-ideological and hyper-populist Five Star Movement has
eagerly embraced the idea of sovereignty in its political discourse. One of its
former leaders, self-styled chavista Alessandro Di Battista, has often repeated
the republican slogan, ‘Sovereignty belongs to the People’, arguing that Italy
should look after its national economic interests, and even presented the

restoration of sovereignty as a condition for happiness. 4 On the resurgent radical
left, sovereignty has also been widely debated by leaders such as Pablo Iglesias,
Bernie Sanders and Jean-Luc Mélenchon. Iglesias has repeatedly argued for the
importance of sovereignty as a condition for democracy. In a parliamentary
speech in 2017, he insisted: “The solution of the EU crisis will involve giving a

new meaning to the word sovereignty.’ > Opposing the Trans-Pacific Partnership
trade treaty (TPP), Sanders said that it would ‘undermine US sovereignty’. In
France, Mélenchon has curtly replied to accusations of ‘sovereigntyism’ by
tweeting that ‘the word “sovereignty” comes from the political family to which I
belong. The notion of “sovereignty of the people” was born in defiance of Louis
Xvr.©

Significantly, a preoccupation with sovereignty has also surfaced in protest
movements since the 2008 crash. In the 2011 occupations of town squares by the
Spanish Indignados, the Greek Aganaktismenoi and Occupy Wall Street — and
more recently in the activism of the French Gilets Jaunes — the ideal of
democratic sovereignty was often deployed to criticise neoliberal elites.
Indicative of this trend is the emergence in social movement discourse of a
number of new sovereignty-related expressions, such as food sovereignty,
technological sovereignty and energy sovereignty. Food sovereignty is a term
used by the international peasant movement Via Campesina, which was an



important part of the larger anti-globalisation movement. Technological
sovereignty has become a catchword — a term popularised by, among others,
Barcelona-based digital activists close to leftist mayor Ada Colau to express the
embracing of open data standards and non-oligopolistic platforms. And energy
sovereignty is used by anti-climate change activists to express the opportunity
for greater local autonomy and self-reliance offered by renewable energy. ’
These expressions show that sovereignty has become something like a
master-signifier of post-neoliberal discourse: a ‘quilting point’, to use the image
of psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan, around which manifold demands and

sensibilities may be woven and temporarily stabilised. 8 But why has sovereignty
— instead of many other possible notions — become so central in the present
conjuncture? As this chapter will demonstrate, the revival of sovereignty needs
to be understood as a reaction to the ideological attack launched by
neoliberalism upon the legitimacy of state power and the way it facilitated the
practical erosion of national sovereignty in a globalised world. Friedrich Hayek,
Ludwig von Mises, Milton Friedman, and other ‘founding fathers’ of
neoliberalism all warned about the excessive intrusiveness of the state and its
possible totalitarian perversions. This perspective provided ideological
justification for the construction of the global market, which ushered in a
transnational financial and trading system operating regardless of, and
sometimes against, sovereign jurisdictions. Invocations of sovereignty seen most
prominently on the right, but increasingly also on the left, aspire to reverse this
state of affairs, reasserting the ability of territorially defined communities to act
autonomously of the institutions and norms of neoliberal globalisation. Rather
than being a unifying rallying point, however, the idea of sovereignty remains
very contentious: while reactionary narratives emphasise the primacy of
territorial sovereignty, progressive ones champion the democratic principle of
popular sovereignty as a means to overcome political impotence and attack the
entrenched power of economic oligarchies.

The Invention of Sovereignty

The rise of sovereignty as a central question in contemporary politics is puzzling
in many respects. This notion was, until recently, something fit only for the
dusty shelves of university libraries, or in the buttoned-up context of diplomatic
negotiations; not a word one would have expected to be thrown as a slogan in
the heat of televised political debates and clashes on social media. It may be said



that a preoccupation with sovereignty — in the sense of the nature and extent of
political power and its relationship to place — is as old as human history. Classics
of ancient philosophy such as Plato’s Republic , Aristotle’s Politics and Cicero’s
On the Commonwealth were fundamentally concerned with what would today be
understood as questions of sovereignty. ? Discussing how a political community
should be organised and ruled, they touched upon issues of territory, borders and
political authority that have now become closely associated with the doctrine of
sovereignty. But sovereignty in the proper sense is a quintessentially modern
concept that emerged out of debates about political authority in the late Middle
Ages, the Renaissance and the age of absolutism, coming to maturity only at the
moment of the French Revolution. 1°

The coining of the term sovereignty is attributed to Jean Bodin, a sixteenth-
century French jurist and political philosopher, who introduced it in his work

The Six Books of the Republic . ' Bodin described sovereignty as ‘ la puissance
absolue et perpetuelle d’une République ° (‘the absolute and perpetual power of
a Republic’), and listed a number of principles underpinning it that every
functioning modern polity now shares: a state with stable borders; exclusive
jurisdiction over its territory; no power superior to that of the state. This claim
marked a break with the political status quo. In Bodin’s time, national kingdoms
represented just one of several levels of sovereignty and had to contend with the
power exercised by both the Empire and the Church from above, and by feudal
lords with their seigneurial privileges from below, in a highly parcelised and

layered system of power. ' A member of the Parliament of Paris at the
beginning of the French Wars of Religion between Catholics and Huguenots,
Bodin’s intention was to establish a framework for civil power to guard against a
repetition of religious strife, which in his view had resulted from an intermixing
of religious and political power. His solution was the nation-state, which should
exert uncontested authority over a unified and homogeneous territory, under the
control of a single centre of power: the national capital. '

Bodin’s formulation of the question of sovereignty was the arrival point of a
long process whose origins hark back to the late Roman Empire and the early
Middle Ages, with the investiture controversy that brought Emperor and Pope
into direct opposition. Scholastic authors and jurists including John of Salisbury
and Thomas Aquinas discussed the nature and extent of political power,
allocating ever greater freedom to cities and kingdoms vis-a-vis the emperor and
the pope. 14 Building on these debates, Bodin coined souveraineté from the Latin
word super-anus , literally ‘superior’, to denote the idea not only of the
superiority or supremacy of state power over imperial and papal power. For



Bodin, the king was ‘emperor in his own Kingdom’, as medieval canon law had
already come to accept; he flatly denied the legitimacy of any emperor above the
state. Each kingdom had its own supreme ruler, with none above him, and no
foreign power allowed to interfere.

Sovereignty thus became a key notion in political philosophy and practice.
Seventy years after Bodin’s work, in Leviathan , Thomas Hobbes would
describe sovereignty as ‘the public soul, giving life and motion to the
Commonwealth’, making this notion the core principle of the social contract
between citizens and the ruler. 1> The Treaty of Westphalia of 1648, which
ended the Thirty Years’ War, adopted Bodin’s blueprint, sanctioning the
existence of a plurality of nation-states in Europe, each with its own people, its
own confessional affiliation and its own stable borders; most importantly, each
derived political legitimacy from itself, rather than from superior bodies such as
the Holy Roman Empire or the Church. Sovereignty thus became synonymous
with the absolutist state and its authoritarian centralism. But sovereignty would
later also become something rather different: a term appropriated by
revolutionary movements to affirm that political power should be in the hands of
the people rather than the king, as expressed in the idea of popular sovereignty.

Domination and Democracy

If sovereignty has become such a flashpoint in contemporary discussions, it is
because it represents the point of collision of distinct historical and institutional
trajectories. While sovereignty always implies state power and control over a
territory, this meaning acquires different connotations in the competing notions
of territorial sovereignty and popular sovereignty — sovereignty over a territory
and sovereignty of the people. Territorial sovereignty implies domination by
force within a nation’s borders, often combined with an aggressive posture
towards foreign powers, as well as an assertion of the supremacy of the native
community and its rootedness in the land. The idea of popular sovereignty,
strongly informed by the work of Genevan philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau,
is instead concerned with democracy. It affirms the supremacy of the people and
their institutions over private powers.

The most explicit theorisation of the idea of territorial sovereignty can be
found in the work of Carl Schmitt, the political philosopher and jurist infamous
for his association with the Nazi Third Reich. Schmitt first discussed sovereignty
in his 1922 book Political Theology , in which he argued that political notions



are the secularised counterparts of theological concepts. 16 It was in this text that
Schmitt developed his view of the state of exception — what might be described
as a ‘temporal theory of sovereignty’, given that it is concerned with the moment
of decision. This is the theory that was famously taken up by the Italian
philosopher Giorgio Agamben — who was heavily influenced by Foucault — to
argue that the state of exception is the default mode of governance in
contemporary society. 17 Equally important, however, is Schmitt’s discussion of
the spatial nature of sovereignty, developed in his 1950 book Nomos of the Earth

Schmitt began from the common Greek roots nomos (‘law’) and nemein (‘to

take’), arguing that the law derives from the act of appropriating land. ' “The
solid ground of the earth is delineated by fences, enclosures, boundaries, walls,
houses, and other constructs’, and it is through this structure of material
demarcation that ‘the orders and orientations of human social life become

apparent’. 1° This approach echoed the insights of various thinkers who had
already commented on the relationship between political power and territorial
control. They include the early eighteenth-century Italian philosopher
Giambattista Vico’s discussion of spatial division and demarcation ( la divisione
dei campi ) as an element of social order and Immanuel Kant’s discussion of the
‘supreme proprietorship of the soil’, which he held to act as ‘the main condition

for the possibility of ownership and all further law’. 2° Schmitt pushed this idea
further, framing land appropriation not merely as a precondition for the legal and
social order, but as its underlying logic and the basis of an alternative theory of
power. In this eminently ‘foundationalist’ perspective, all human institutions,
including private property, involve an act of ‘land-appropriation’ that institutes

the ‘supreme ownership of the community as a whole’. 2! The territory, and thus
its defence and aggrandisement, become ends in their own right, as in the
reactionary fetishisation of borders evinced by Italian fascist Julius Evola, who
celebrated the myth of Alexander erecting an iron wall against the uncivilised
barbarians of Gog and Magog — a preoccupation reminiscent of the new
obsession with border walls on the part of figures like Donald Trump and Viktor
Orban in their respective battles against immigration.

The view of popular sovereignty mobilised in recent years by protest
movements and the radical left proceeds from a radically different direction.
Sovereignty is not equated to domination, but understood as the supremacy of
the will of the people embodied in the laws and institutions of the state. The idea
of popular sovereignty was famously introduced by Jean-Jacques Rousseau in

his 1762 book The Social Contract . ?> For Rousseau, sovereignty, hitherto the



privilege of the king or ‘sovereign’, should become an attribute of the people —

namely, the totality of the citizens residing in a certain area. 23 This idea,
informed by Rousseau’s experience of assembly democracy in Geneva, inspired
the French Revolution, which led to the decapitation of the incumbent sovereign
and installed in his stead a bourgeois republic in which sovereignty belonged to
the people — a principle that went on to inspire the struggles for national
independence and democracy of the nineteenth century. %*

More than 230 years after the French Revolution, popular sovereignty may
seem to have become a stale institutional principle. In fact, the notion of
sovereignty features in virtually all republican constitutions. The first article of
the French constitution of 1848, for example, affirmed that ‘sovereignty exists in

the whole body of French citizens’. 2> Similarly, the third article of the
constitution of the French Fifth Republic, adopted more than a century after in
1958, states that ‘national sovereignty shall be vested in the people, who shall

exercise it through their representatives and by means of referendum’. 2°
Nonetheless, at a time when neoliberal globalisation has enfeebled the power of
nation-states in which this principle was embodied, popular sovereignty has
regained some of its revolutionary dimension. Popular sovereignty is predicated
on two forms of supremacy: first the supremacy of the people as a whole over
any specific sub-group or individual; and second, the supremacy of the state,
ruled by the people, over private interests and economic powers. In this context,
the state’s control over its own territory, fetishised by the likes of Schmitt, is
only a corollary; territorial domination is simply a means by which the popular
will is enforced, because democracy cannot exist without some notion of
location, a specification of the territory over which popular power can assert its
supremacy. In the present context, it is in particular the second form of
supremacy invoked by popular sovereignty, that of the popular will over private
interests that is in question, as a result of neoliberal policies that have affirmed
the primacy of the oligarchic power of the wealthy and of corporations over
democratic principles.

Neoliberal Anti-Sovereigntyism

The return of sovereignty in this troubled era is to a great extent a return of the
neoliberal repressed. No other term has attracted more polemical ferocity from
the pens of pro-market ideologues than sovereignty. Reading the foundational
texts of the neoliberal canon, starting with authors such as Friedrich Hayek,



Ludwig von Mises and Karl Popper, one often finds explicit attacks on
sovereignty, and in particular popular sovereignty, which are presented as the
ultimate movers of a state power seen as threatening individual freedom and the
spontaneous order of civil society. As Canadian historian Quinn Slobodian
highlights, for neoliberals, ‘commitments to national sovereignty and autonomy
were dangerous if taken seriously. They were stalwart critics of national
sovereignty, believing that after empires, nations must remain embedded in an
international institutional order that safeguarded capital and protected its right to
move throughout the world.” %

The enmity towards sovereignty was explicitly thematised in Hayek’s

seminal book The Road to Serfdom , published in 1944. ?8 In this strong polemic
against socialism and state planning, Hayek repeatedly attacked ‘unfettered
sovereignty in the economic sphere’, ‘unrestricted political sovereignty’ and the
boundless ambition of ‘popular sovereignty and democratic government’ to

encroach upon ever-increasing areas of social life. 2 Hayek, who saw himself as
an enemy of totalitarianism, was concerned about the rise of a ‘megastate’,
which would turn its citizens into automatons subject to the dictatorship of
planning. In this view, Nazism was the all-too-predictable point of arrival of the
sovereign national-popular state — or, to paraphrase Bertrand Russell, Hitler was
the outcome of Rousseau. As for the Keynesian welfare state, it differed only in
degree from Soviet totalitarianism.

The notion of sovereignty was also the target of attack in Hayek’s second

book, The Constitution of Liberty (1960). 3° In this volume, which Margaret
Thatcher famously banged on a table at a Conservative Party policy meeting,
shouting ‘This is what we believe!’, a specific subsection is dedicated to popular
sovereignty and majority rule. Hayek describes sovereignty as the creed of the
‘doctrinaire democrat’ who believes that ‘majority rule is unlimited and
unlimitable’. Thus, ‘the ideal of democracy, originally intended to prevent all

arbitrary power ... becomes the justification for a new arbitrary power’. 3! This,
for Hayek was unacceptable, as he considered that the existence of a political
community is premised on ‘commonly held principles’ that have primacy over

any specific decision. 32 The rule of law should take precedence over the popular
will and administrative courts should always be free to declare a government’s

decision void. 33 These days, we find this very logic realised through the
enormous power acquired by corporate law firms and the system of international
arbitration that often sidelines states, allowing corporations to make law and
justice for their own convenience. In the terms introduced in Hayek’s fourth
book, comprising three volumes and titled Law, Legislation and Liberty (1973



9), sovereignty, with its hierarchical nature and top-down morphology,
represents taxis , the artificial order of the state and organisations; this is
opposed to kosmos , the spontaneous order of society and markets, of freedom,

choice and openness. 34 For kosmos to be fully unleashed, the iron cage of taxis —
the grip of state sovereignty — must be lifted.

Interestingly for our purposes, much of Hayek’s criticism of sovereignty is
developed through an attack on state protection and control , which, as we shall
see, are sovereignty’s practical incarnations, its ends and means. Economic and
social protection are seen as dangerous temptations leading down the path to
inefficiency and ultimately slavery. Thus, in The Road to Serfdom , Hayek takes
aim at various forms of social protection that were becoming established in the
nation-states of his time. He blames trade protectionism for inefficiency and for

having ushered in monopolies and cartels. 3> Furthermore, he denounces the
rigidity of the British war economy and the laziness of ‘the fortunate possessor
of jobs for whom protection against competition has made it unnecessary to

budge ever so little to make room for those without’. 3¢ For Hayek, workers
harbour unrealistic demands for ‘the protection of their “standard of life”, of the
“fair price”, or the “professional income” to which they regard themselves as

entitled’. 37 The only protection he could approve of was ‘protection against the

monster state’, 38 or ‘protection of the private citizen against this tendency of an

ever growing administrative machinery to engulf the private sphere’. 3°

Similarly, state control is seen as a bureaucratic interference that deprives
individuals and firms of their economic freedom. For Hayek, ‘it may become a
real danger to liberty if too large a section of economic activity comes to be

subject to the direct control of the state’. 4° The greatest horror, for Hayek, is the
‘thicket of arbitrary controls’ coming from the state, including control over
housing and over monetary policy, ‘price control’ and ‘location control’ over the
building of factories. This enmity towards state control was echoed by US
neoliberal economist Milton Friedman, in his Capitalism and Freedom |,
published in 1962. The Chicago economist — who was awarded the Nobel Prize
in Economics two years after Hayek — denounced all forms of government
control, from ‘controls on output’ and ‘rent controls’ to the most worrying of all:

‘control on money’. 4! All these forms of control were identified as constraints
on freedom, the ‘freedom to choose’ — in other words, individual market
freedom — which, for neoliberals, was the sacrosanct value, to be defended at all

costs. 42



Freedom and Power

Neoliberals conceived of sovereignty as a steel encasement suffocating the
ability of individuals to determine their own preferred course of investment and
consumption. Sovereignty was deemed the enemy of investor and consumer
choice, and therefore the enemy of freedom. Indeed, neoliberals have often
presented themselves as the champions of freedom against totalitarianism, as
seen for example in the friendship between Hayek and Soviet dissident Alexandr
Solzhenitsyn. But the freedom they advocate is a very narrow one, with no social
or public dimension. It is a ‘market freedom’ predicated on the capacity to
perform economic transactions without interference by state power: the greedy
freedom of ‘possessive individualism’, which frames individuals as naturally

egotistical agents. 4> Neoliberals effectively turned upside down the theory of the
social contract of Hobbes and Rousseau, which had provided the conceptual
pillar of modern republicanism. Painting sovereignty, rather than the state of
nature, as a primeval and intolerable condition, they substituted the social
contract with the commercial contract as the ideal basis of all human
relationships, whereby lex mercatoria would become the supreme law.

In his 1944 book Bureaucracy , Ludwig von Mises went as far as to advocate
the notions of ‘sovereignty of the consumers’ and ‘sovereignty of investors’

against the sovereignty of the state. ** He cautioned that ‘socialism means full
government control of every sphere of the individual’s life’. For von Mises, the
‘unrestricted supremacy of the government in its capacity as central board of
production’ constitutes a mortal enemy of the freedom of individuals and

companies. %> Contrary to the heteronomy of socialist sovereignty, the ultimate
decision about all economic processes should be given to consumers and
investors, who are best placed to judge according to the neoliberal principle:
‘markets know better than bureaucrats’.

A positive understanding of freedom directed towards the public good has
instead been central to republican theory. According to this tradition, real
freedom is possible only within a republic — a political community bound by the
same laws. Niccolo Machiavelli famously asserted that democratic republics
should aim for ‘free life’ ( vivere libero ), and that this depended on citizens’

virtue — their participation in its decisions and collective actions. *® Membership
of a republic by definition involves some surrender of personal freedom, as
obedience to its laws restricts the range of individual behaviour. However, Jean-
Jacques Rousseau argued in The Social Contract , it is only through some
suspension of individual freedom and acceptance of the sovereignty of the



people that a community can assert its collective freedom — its capacity to

control its own destiny. 4’ This trade-off became very relevant during the Covid-
19 pandemic, as large swathes of the right embraced a libertarian refusal to
comply with anti-contagion rules such as social distancing and the wearing of
masks, considering such protective measures as akin to ‘communism’. The
republican view of freedom as self-government implies that our rights are
indivisibly related to our duties, deriving from an acceptance of the shared
institutions of the state. *® But this view is at odds with the possessive
individualism propounded by neoliberals.

Neoliberalism has often been represented as an ‘anti-statist’ ideology; and to
a great extent this is true. Eric Hobsbawm, for example, has argued that the
doctrine of contemporary ‘ultraliberalism’ goes beyond the original laissez-faire
liberal view propounded by Adam Smith, which accepted some degree of state

interventionism. 4° Indeed, neoliberal propaganda typically takes aim at the
paternalism of the ‘nanny state’, bureaucratic ‘red tape’ and the public ‘gravy
train’. The state is represented as wasteful, meddlesome and overbearing —
hence, neoliberals have traditionally advocated its ‘rolling back’. US anti-tax
activist Grover Norquist famously said, ‘My goal is to cut government in half in
twenty-five years, to get it down to the size where we can drown it in the
bathtub.” He and other conservative activists even developed a ‘starve the beast’

strategy, geared at reducing government spending by cutting its revenue. °Y
Similarly, Milton Friedman often insisted in his works and public speeches that
the state only had to play the role of referee. The reality of the neoliberal
approach to the state is, however, more complex than the idea of a shrinking of
the state suggests. It is true that a strand of libertarian discourse that overlaps
with neoliberalism, such as the solipsism of the likes of Ayn Rand and Robert
Nozick, borders on anarcho-capitalism or ‘minarchism’, the view according to
which government should be responsible only for security and defence, leaving

everything else to the ‘spontaneous’ activity of society. ' However, actually
existing neoliberalism — the neoliberalism that came to fruition in policy-making
— had a more pragmatic stance, acknowledging, that for markets to thrive, some
degree of state mediation was necessary. As Quinn Slobodian argues, neoliberals
were committed to ‘redesigning states, laws and other institutions to protect the

market’ rather than merely doing away with government. °2

This more constructivist view of the state as a guarantor and regulator of the
market, rather than just a referee as proposed by Milton Friedman, is prominent
in the neoliberal variant of ‘ordoliberalism’ developed in Germany under the

aegis of thinkers like Walter Eucken and Franz Boshm. 3 As the etymology of



ordoliberalism indicates, the freedom of the market is based on the presence of
social order (Latin: ordo ) guaranteed by the state. As Michel Foucault notes in
The Birth of Biopolitics , ordoliberals proposed that the state should be involved
in the establishment and maintenance of the necessary conditions for markets to

thrive. ®>* Crucially, the state has to devise regulations to ensure companies
operate as rational economic agents. In this sense, deregulation — that most
familiar of neoliberal policies — is just another form of regulation: one that
happens to favour business interests. Furthermore, neoliberals in power have not
shied away from using the state’s repressive apparatus against citizens
unconvinced of the wisdom of a market society.

Besides this auxilary role, however, the state should abstain from any
positive interventionism, eschewing ‘discretionary policies’ such as guaranteeing
full employment, or launching a public works programme for the public good.
Its role should be limited to ensuring a fair degree of competition and the
stability of prices, and addressing exceptional situations of ‘market failure’.
Neoliberals remained highly suspicious of all proactive forms of state
interventionism, behind which they saw the risk of economic nationalism and the
temptation to insulate countries from the world economy. To this end, as
Slobodian highlights, they ‘proposed large but loose federations within which
the constituent nations would retain control over cultural policy, but be bound to

maintain free trade and free capital movements between nations’. > Depriving
the state of its means of economic intervention and its control over
macroeconomic and industrial policy, neoliberals not only eroded the ability of
the state to control the economy; they also established the structural conditions
for political debates to be increasingly dominated by all sorts of culture wars,
which have become the favourite terrain of the nationalist right to divert
attention from economic conflicts.

Openness in the Business Interest

Neoliberalism owes its success not only to its transformation of economic
doctrine, but also to its ability to present itself as an emancipatory project: the
struggle against the stifling fetters of state power, and thus against closure and
intolerance. This moralising streak is visible in the works of numerous neoliberal
thinkers, including Ayn Rand’s celebration of entrepreneurial heroism and
Hayek’s pose as a freedom fighter arming himself against the oppression of

totalitarian systems. °® But it is in the anti-politics scepticism of British-Austrian



philosopher Karl Popper that we find the boldest attempt to infuse the neoliberal
project with an anti-authoritarian ethos. The equivalent in political philosophy of
Hayek’s and Friedman’s defence of market individualism in economics, Karl
Popper’s The Open Society counterposed ‘closed societies’ — also described as
tribal — to ‘open societies’. He argued for the superiority of the latter, in which
people are free to make personal decisions rather than being told what to do by
others and by the state. >’

With his resistance to illegitimate authority, Socrates is Popper’s tragic hero
of the open society — a conscionable citizen who dies at the hands of the state
rather than renouncing his freedom of thought. The enemies of the open society,
on the other hand, are major Western philosophers Popper sees as the intellectual
fountainheads of collectivism and totalitarianism. The root of all political evil is
found in Plato, who argued in The Republic and The Laws for the superiority of

the collective over the individual. ®® According to Popper, this ‘tribalism’ of
ancient political philosophy feeds into the thought of Hegel, who he considered
guilty of hubris because of his assertion that history has a meaning, a ‘spirit’ and
who he flatly derided as a charlatan. But the ultimate target of Popper’s
philosophical liberalism was most obviously Marx, who he accused of preaching
a totalitarian view of history that allowed no place for individual choice. >

For Popper, politics should acknowledge that history is outside anyone’s
control, and that any plan or strategy to guide its course is dangerous for
freedom. Abandoning any aspirations of radical social transformation, politicians
should embrace ‘fallibilism’. They should stoically accept that society cannot be
steered nor guided and adopt a piecemeal rather than systemic approach to
problems, cognisant of the undesirability of top-down political interventions and
their ineffectiveness in complex societies. Popper’s recommendations have
become mainstays of neoliberal political practice; fallibilism surfaces reliably
whenever Western politicians claim that social problems, including the
coronavirus pandemic, cannot be resolved but only managed, and it is routinely
asserted that civil society and philanthropy, rather than the state, should take the
lead in addressing social issues.

This view of the fallibility of politics informs Popper’s furious polemic
against planning and social engineering — elements of socialism he sees as
inevitably leading towards authoritarianism.  ‘Interventionism’, Popper
cautions is ‘extremely dangerous’ because ‘if we relax our watchfulness, and if
we do not strengthen our democratic institutions while giving more power to the
state by interventionist “planning”, then we may lose our freedom’. ! Counter to
the stifling heteronomy he attributes to socialism, which he views as a new



tribalism, the open society would be a dynamic one in which citizens would
‘strive to rise socially, and to take the places of other members’. This explains
his hostility to Plato’s fear of commercialism; in Popper’s view, commerce is a
civilising force prompting nations to be more open to one another and thus less

tribal. 62

The edifying image of the open society has been frequently quoted by
neoliberal pundits to criticise their right-wing and left-wing opponents of
intolerable tribalism. Popper’s book has given its name to George Soros’s Open
Society, a foundation that promotes freedom and democracy, though with the
proceeds of financial speculation. These days the celebration of ‘openness’ in all
its forms has become one of the central tenets of neoliberal common sense, in
which closure of any kind is invariably deprecated. A variety of neoliberal
ideological apparatuses, from Wired magazine to the Wall Street Journal , and
including the average TED talk, have proposed that openness, transparency and
consensus are a good thing, and that their opposite — closure, opacity, secrecy,
rivalry — are to be disapproved of, regardless of their underlying motives. In the
economic field we are told that countries need to open up to global trade and
foreign investments if they want to thrive. In digital culture, open-source and
open-data standards are seen as enhancing accountability and social media
invites us to ‘open up’ and reveal our inner selves. Popper’s polemic has become
a contemporary doxa .

Ideas of openness are also invoked in the context of cultural policy to defend
tolerance in a multicultural society now endangered by the rise of an intolerant
nativist right the world over. The idea of openness has become associated with
what US political theorist and feminist Nancy Fraser calls ‘progressive
neoliberalism’: an ‘alliance of mainstream currents of new social movements
(feminism, anti-racism, multiculturalism, and LGBTQ rights), on the one side,
and high-end “symbolic” and service-based business sectors (Wall Street,

Silicon Valley, and Hollywood), on the other’. 3 Blending together ‘ideals of

emancipation and lethal forms of financialization’, ¢ progressive neoliberalism
has attempted to appropriate minority rights and other civil rights and
progressive causes. Many multinational corporations have presented themselves
as committed to racial and sexual equality by celebrating parts of the calendar
dedicated to LGBT and Black history, or championing these causes in their
advertisements. This was seen in summer 2020, when celebrities, multinationals
and the news media hypocritically jumped on the bandwagon of support for the
Black Lives Matter protests in order to market themselves as morally principled
actors.



While waxing lyrical about minority rights, neoliberalism has in fact
traditionally had a very different kind of minority in mind: the ‘minority of the
opulent’, US founding father and president James Madison noted, must be

defended against the redistributive demands of the majority. %°

As Hayek asserted: ‘If we recognize rights of minorities, this implies that the
power of the majority ultimately derives from, and is limited by, the principles

which the minorities also accept.” % This means no government should be
authorised to push through measures strongly resented by a minority in society —
in particular, by the minority of entrepreneurs, who would see their private
power undercut by the political power of the majority. Hence, the disingenuous
subtext of the edifying neoliberal discourse of openness and defence of
minorities is the priming of private power and the freedom of enterprise over
democracy.

The Triumph of Market Freedom

Reading the works of Hayek, von Mises, Friedman and other neoliberals in the
present era has a haunting effect: they read like blueprints that have largely been
fulfilled. Neoliberal ideologues did not stop at the level of academic
intervention, but consciously developed a hegemonic project in the ‘trenches of
civil society’. As proposed by US historian Philip Mirowski in his discussion of
the Mont Pelerin Society as a ‘neoliberal thought collective’, the likes of Hayek
and von Mises contributed to the construction of a sophisticated propaganda
machine and the development of a body of intellectuals and cadres who went on
to fill key posts in universities, pressure groups, state institutions and

international agencies. %7 It would take many decades before neoliberal ideas,
initially considered heretical and at odds with the received Keynesian wisdom,
would become politically viable, transforming doctrine into practice. A series of
economic crises and geopolitical shocks, including the 1973 oil crisis, the end of
the gold standard and the intractability of stagflation — namely a combination of
high inflation and high unemployment — within the Keynesian paradigm
provided a window of opportunity for the neoliberal revolution to unfold. 8

The political tipping point in neoliberalism’s rise to hegemonic status was
the election of Margaret Thatcher in 1979 and Ronald Reagan in 1980. These
politicians radically overhauled the position of the Conservative and Republican
parties, which until then had stuck to the consensus policy of the Fordist era of
maintaining an alliance between labour and capital. They harshly attacked trade



unions, which they denounced as distortive of market mechanisms, and began to
chip away at welfare-state provisions that had been hard-won by workers’
struggles during the 1960s and 1970s. Public assets such as housing were sold to
private companies and individuals, with the aim of transforming large sections of
the population from workers into aspiring capitalists and creating a property
owners’ and small share-holders’ democracy. The former council housing
tenant, now turned into a home-owner as a result of the ‘right to buy’, would
have a vested interest in the success of the market, while workers’ demands for
better wages would be pacified by access to credit. %°

If, during the high point of the era of globalisation, neoliberalism became
something akin to a pensée unique , adopted across the political spectrum, it was
because it managed to shed its close association with the right, and progressively
seep into the social-democratic field, where the superiority of the logic of the
market found ever greater acceptance. Margaret Thatcher was right when she
noted that New Labour’s neoliberal platform was her greatest political
achievement. Responding to the surge of the neoliberal right and the defeats of
the labour movement, European social-democratic parties and the US
Democratic Party abandoned many of their social pledges.

Anthony Giddens’s idea of a ‘“Third Way’ between capitalism and socialism
— which informed the likes of Bill Clinton in the United States, Tony Blair in
Britain, Gerhard Schréder in Germany and Romano Prodi in Italy — proposed to

reconcile social democracy with the global free market. 7% In light of the failure
of socialist governments, most notably Mitterrand’s in France in the 1980s, to
pursue a state-interventionist agenda, leaders and ideologues of the moderate left
argued that the only realistic way to deliver prosperity in a globalised world was
to find a compromise with financial markets, multinational corporations and
international trade, in a neoliberal consensus far more skewed towards business

than the social-democratic consensus had been. 7! Thus, Clinton supported
NAFTA; Schroder in Germany reformed social security; Prodi’s Ulivo centre-
left coalition in Italy presided over the most sweeping privatisation programmes
in the history of the country; and Tony Blair introduced the Private Finance
Initiative to pay for new public-sector buildings, while Gordon Brown, his
chancellor and heir as prime minister, allowed the City to conduct its business
unimpeded, with the justification that tax revenues from the financial sector
could be used to subsidise disadvantaged communities in Labour heartlands. The
centre-left pursued these policies with even more fanaticism than the right, in a
sorry manifestation of the obtuse zeal of the newly converted.

Enjoying bipartisan support, pro-market policies devised by the likes of



Hayek and Friedman have gone a long way to reshape the world economy. As
we have seen in the preceding chapter, barriers to trade, capital and labour have
been radically reduced with the aim of turning the planet into a ‘smooth space’
easily traversed by flows of capital, commodities and services. But the
consequences have been hurtful for democracy and have resulted in social

inequality in wealth, income and access to services. 7> Central to this project has
been the effective emptying out of state sovereignty, and in particular of
economic sovereignty, in line with the recommendations issued by neoliberal
ideologues. As renowned sociologist of globalisation Saskia Sassen has argued,
‘Governments used to have a whole array of policies to govern their national
economies: policies on taxes, public spending, interest rates, credit controls,
exchange rates, capital controls, and income. The global financial markets have
affected all of these, some of them sharply.’ 73

Various pillars of national economic sovereignty, including monetary, fiscal,
industrial and social policy, have thus been demolished by the wrecking ball of
global markets. Financialisation and the rise of multinational corporations have
severely diminished ‘state capacity’ — the effective ability of the state to steer the
course of events and guarantee security for its citizens. Nation-states have
handed financial markets and multinationals enormous blackmail power, which
can keep any attempts at state intervention in check. For example, the rise of
what German political economist Wolfgang Streeck has described as the ‘debt
state’ — the dependence of governments on the international bond market for
their financing — has severely limited the range of discretionary economic

policies. 74 By boycotting sales of public bonds and pushing up their yields,
investors can compel governments to squeeze public spending if they are to
avoid a downgrade to junk-bond status. Multinational corporations can exact
adjustments on tax policies and environmental regulations by threatening to
relocate their activity to a more ‘business-friendly’ regulatory environment.
Similarly, participation in global trade, and WTO and EU restrictions on state
aid, have limited the use of government subsidies, which are essential to
fostering fledgling industries and protecting national champions. Finally,
international capital mobility and the existence of tax havens have meant that the
state has lost control over taxation: a rise in corporate or individual tax rates
results in an outflow of wealth from the country. In the European Union, this
trend has been compounded by the loss of monetary sovereignty: countries with
different levels of debt, deficits, unemployment and growth must all dance to the
same tune, sung by Eurotower technocrats who, in accordance with the ECB
mandate, are primarily concerned about ‘price stability’, namely keeping



inflation low.

This bulldozing of state capacity has resulted in a widespread perception of
political impotence, which is extremely corrosive for democracy. When
politicians curtly reply to their citizens’ demands for more public services and
employment opportunities by saying that their hands are tied by the need for
fiscal prudence, or by parameters set by Brussels, it is obvious that disillusion
about politics, and a sense of betrayal by the political class, will gain ground.
Ultimately, this antidemocratic orientation is no mere accidental by-product of
neoliberal ‘reforms’. It accords entirely with the neoliberal scepticism towards
mass democracy exhibited by the likes of Hayek and von Mises, and the constant
search for external constraints that might limit the scope of popular sovereignty.
The most shameful example of these anti-democratic attitudes has been the
complicity of neoliberalism with dictatorships — most infamously, with
Pinochet’s authoritarian regime in Chile. Pinochet’s coup and subsequent rule
was supported by a group of Chilean economists trained by Milton Friedman and
Arnold Harberger at the University of Chicago — the so-called Chicago Boys.
But the enmity of neoliberals towards democracy has also shown itself in less
violent yet more pervasive phenomena.

Neoliberalism has been the main driver of what English political scientist
Colin Crouch has named ‘post-democracy’: a society in which, while the formal

institutions of democracy are preserved, they are in effect hollowed out. 7> Over
the last four decades, ever greater areas of political decision-making have been
‘externalised’ to entrepreneurs, brokers and experts of all sorts, and to unelected
national authorities and international agencies, often deemed more enlightened
and well-informed than politicians. Most indicative of this tendency was the
famous assertion by former US Federal Reserve chair Alan Greenspan in a 2007
interview with Swiss newspaper Tages-Anzeiger : ‘We are fortunate that, thanks
to globalisation, policy decisions in the US have been largely replaced by global
market forces. National security aside, it hardly makes any difference who will

be the next president. The world is governed by market forces.” 7® For Crouch,

this subordination of democracy leads to ‘an atmosphere of cynicism about

politics and politicians, [and] low expectations about their achievements’. 77

Neoliberals have sacrificed mass democracy and its institutions on the altar
of the global market and its promise of economic growth. But the collective
prosperity that was supposed to be the reward in this devil’s bargain never came
to fruition. Since the 2008 crisis, GDP per capita has stagnated in countries such
as the US, the UK and Germany and decreased in Italy, France, Greece, Brazil

and Spain. 78 Furthermore, inequality, as measured by contrasting the income of



the top 10 per cent and that of the bottom 50 per cent, has worsened not just in
the West but also in China and India, which have otherwise experienced steady
growth in GDP per capita. Furthermore, neoliberal deregulation and trade
openness has meant growing labour precarity and exposure to international
market competition. 7° In the aftermath of the 2008 financial crash, and now of
the coronavirus crisis, it should have become apparent even to the most
distracted observer that the neoliberal promise of delivering individuals from the
oppression of state power was merely an excuse for giving a free pass to the
most rapacious capitalists. In our time, the gospel of free markets has become
hard to preach, even for its most ardent supporters. Contemporary political
reality points to a return of anti-market attitudes and state interventionism that
are anathema to neoliberal ideologues. Even right-wing populists, still
campaigning on a low-tax and pro-business platform, have started selectively
chipping away at some neoliberal dogmas. Donald Trump has done much to
undermine the sanctity of free trade, while Boris Johnson’s declaration during
the coronavirus emergency that ‘there is such a thing as society’ inverted
Margaret Thatcher’s most infamous dictum. 8 At the current historical moment,
the bankruptcy of neoliberalism is widely seen as not only financial, but also

moral. The question now, however, is what will emerge in neoliberalism’s stead.
81

Reclaiming Popular Sovereignty

The attention paid to questions of sovereignty, and to its correlates of protection
and control, in contemporary debates needs to be read as the political reaction to
the failure of neoliberalism and the global system it has constructed. This
setback is resurrecting neoliberalism’s favourite fiend, the discretionary power
of the national-popular state, and the principle of popular sovereignty it hails
from. But, paradoxically, it is doing so precisely at a moment when the reality of
national sovereignty is in question, global interconnectedness having upset many
assumptions about the autonomy of nation-states. The present demand for the
restoration of sovereignty — of the ‘public soul of the commonwealth’, to quote
Hobbes — betokens a reaction to a world in which the lifting of state intervention
on the market has sown the seeds of social instability and economic insecurity.
Neoliberalism stands accused of an ‘undoing of the demos’, an erosion of the

power of political communities. 8 Facing this situation, post-neoliberal
endopolitics projects a recuperation of sovereignty as a means to respond to the



agoraphobia engendered by neoliberal externalisation. It revolves around a
reaffirmation of the principle of the authority of the state as a centre of political
power against the centrifugal tendency of globalisation — but also a reclamation
of the power of place as the pivot of collective attachments and the anchor of
political communities.

While these general motives can be found on both the right and the left, the
signifier of sovereignty is filled by a variety of signifieds and qualifications,
which imply divergent political consequences. The main difference between
progressive and reactionary approaches to sovereignty maps onto the opposition
between the notions of territorial sovereignty and popular sovereignty, which we
have discussed in the course of this chapter: sovereignty as territorial
domination, or as democracy and self-government. In mobilising the notion of
sovereignty, the right identifies the cause for the present political crisis in the
way that globalisation has deprived the demos of its ethno-cultural coherence,
and hence of social cohesion. Figures like Trump, Salvini and Bolsonaro have
blamed a variety of representatives of globalism for this dilution of the demos
and its identity: migrants accused of crime and terrorism; global financiers and
capitalists pretending to be philanthropists; the officers of international
organisations, including the World Health Organisation, wielding illegitimate
power; and what they see as the perverse influence of progressive metropolitan
intellectuals and their ideology of political correctness, ‘gender theory’ and
‘cultural Marxism’.

What is at stake in this territorial framing of sovereignty is the supremacy of
the native population and its control over its ‘indigenous’ territory. The proposed
cure for global agoraphobia is rooted in a strong demarcation of borders
separating the national territory from the outside, accompanied by the
subjugation, if not outright extirpation, of all those inhabitants who are not seen
as full citizens, and the insulation of the nation from extra-national interference.
This posture leads to a fetishism of sovereignty betrayed by the very term
‘sovereigntyism’, which suggests that sovereignty has become an end in itself.
Ultimately, however, as the coronavirus emergency has revealed, this declared
communitarianism is accompanied by a strong libertarian individualism. The
nationalist right remains deeply imbued with neoliberal assumptions and often
seems more concerned with the ‘sovereign individual’ than with the sovereign
people. 8

The prominence of this isolationist and egotistical sovereigntyism in
contemporary debates is the reason why, for many on the left, any discussion of
sovereignty seems to signify a lurch to the right. Such a knee-jerk reaction,



however, overlooks the fact that, as Mélenchon and others have noted, it is in
fact the left, starting with the Jacobins, that has historically affirmed sovereignty,
in the specific sense of popular sovereignty, as a pillar of democratic politics.
The view of sovereignty invoked by the new socialist left, from Podemos to
Bernie Sanders, has a radically different, Rousseauean tinge from that of the
right. For the left, it is the ‘internal’ aspect of sovereignty — the supremacy of
political power over private powers — that counts.

On the left, sovereignty is deemed to have been lost because of the
economic, rather than cultural or ethnic, subordination of the national-popular
states to the global market. From this weakness derives the inability of the state
to attend to popular demands — for example, to fight unemployment and poverty,
and to deliver satisfactory public services. Those responsible for this trend are
identified among corporate executives, bankers and billionaires — actors who
threaten the well-being and security of the people as a whole. In response, a call
is made to reassert state capacity, rehabilitating various forms of Keynesian state
intervention and social protection, but also to broaden the possibilities of
democratic control by citizens on decisions that affect them.

It is in this democratic perspective that we can understand new sovereignty-
related terms, such as technological sovereignty and food sovereignty, that
denote forms of collective power predicated on locality and proximity, against
the power of multinationals and finance, often without invoking the mediation of
state power. By all means, a progressive view of sovereignty should always
approach this principle as a means to an end, avoiding its turning into an
absolute end in its own right as supported by rightist ‘sovereigntyism’. As this
difference in understandings shows, sovereignty reflects a social demand for
security and order vis-a-vis the present condition of global agoraphobia to which
different political responses can be given. What these might be will be explored
in the following chapters, which examine two key ramifications of the politics of
sovereignty: protection and control.



A

Protection

On 19 March 2020, the Spanish deputy prime minister and Podemos leader
Pablo Iglesias presented to the press a package of social measures to ‘protect the
most vulnerable categories in the face of coronavirus’. The programme,
described as ‘ escudo social ’ (‘social shield’) was predicated on the idea that
‘the coronavirus crisis is not merely a health crisis, but also a social and
economic crisis. To say that we fight this virus together is an empty phrase,
unless it means that nobody is left alone in this situation.” Cautioning that
politicians had to avoid a repetition of ‘the mistakes of 2008 and guarantee that
people approach this crisis with the maximum of security’, he observed that
‘security means also that the most vulnerable are not abandoned, that working
people should not have to bet their health or that of their relatives, that they
should be able to adapt their worktime to look after their relatives ... that
nobody’s electricity supply ... will be cut, and that nobody should be evicted
from their homes’. !

The social shield introduced in Spain — like the measures adopted by other
governments around the world — and the jargon of protection, security and care
used by Pablo Iglesias in his speech, are a manifestation of the protectivism that
has emerged as a key political trend in the era of the Great Recoil. The
coronavirus crisis has mobilised a strong discourse of protection, ranging from
issues concerning PPE (personal protection equipment) to discussions about the
need for support bubbles to sustain individuals during the crisis, calls to provide



better pay for care workers, doctors and nurses working to protect the public,
and the ubiquitous governmental advice to ‘protect yourself and protect others’.
But this emphasis on protection reaches well beyond the coronavirus emergency.
We live in a period where the term protection — and associated notions such as
safeguarding, security, care and safety — are invoked in response to a number of
dangers that have become ever more alarming on the contemporary horizon —
from the painful social aftermath of the 2008 economic crisis to the rising
unemployment experienced during the coronavirus pandemic; from apocalyptic
terrorism waged by groups like ISIS and white supremacists to the
environmental crisis caused by runaway climate change; from mass migration to
the loss of identity and social cohesion caused by the rise of globalisation.
Despite their obvious differences, these issues are all presented in contemporary
political discourse as existential threats against which society must be protected.
The discourse of protection punctuates the defining speeches and documents
of contemporary politics, acquiring markedly reactionary connotations on the
political right. Donald Trump has repeatedly asserted his role in guaranteeing the
protection of Americans from foreign interests. He famously pledged to defend
the nation’s borders against an influx of migrants from south of the Rio Grande
by building a border wall that was, however, never completed. In his 2020 State
of the Union address, Trump said that one objective was paramount: to reverse
bad trade deals, so as to ‘defend our workers’ and ‘protect our intellectual

property’. > Nigel Farage, British leader of UKIP and then of the Brexit Party,
has often claimed that he wants to protect ‘our precious independence’, and
afford special protections to fragile sectors of the British economy, including
fisheries and manufacturing. Italy’s Matteo Salvini, former deputy prime
minister and federal secretary of the Lega party, has promised to ‘protect Italian
borders against the danger posed by illegal migration’. Salvini turned border
defence into an almost sacred mandate, shutting down Italian ports to NGO ships
rescuing migrants at sea during his 2018-19 stint as interior minister.
Furthermore, the nationalist right often promises to protect identity and tradition
against the homogenising force of global multiculturalism. This discourse of
protection also surfaces in right-wing conspiracy theories such as those
circulated by QAnon, which argues that an alliance between the ‘deep state’ and
Democrats is involved in a major paedophile ring. In one QAnon propaganda
image, a man raises a shield against the ‘Insurgency’ in order to ‘protect our
children’.

On the left, the discourse of protection has been adopted in defence of social
security, which Iglesias invokes in his speech, instead of police security. In June



2019, Bernie Sanders declared that ‘freedom is possible only in a society that

protects economic rights’. 3 During his tenure as Labour leader, Jeremy Corbyn
repeatedly promised to protect jobs, health and social welfare. Representative
Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, Sanders’s heir apparent as leader of the US left,
declared in November 2019: ‘I was sent here to safeguard and protect people’,
not the profits of private corporations. Even the EU, certainly not the most
obvious flag-bearer for protectionism, has warmed to the discourse of protection,
adopting the slogan ‘A Europe that Protects’, coined by French president
Emmanuel Macron on the eve of the appointment of the new European
Commission headed by Ursula von der Leyen, as a way to rekindle the loyalty of
Europe’s citizens towards Brussels institutions. *

These references to the protective role of the state highlight how protection,
in all its many, often contradictory manifestations, is seen as a necessity for
survival in a catastrophic world marked by ever-increasing social threats. As I
will argue in this chapter, we live in an ‘Age of the Pangolin’ — a time when the
demand for security and protection against danger has become dominant,
displacing the seductive neoliberal discourse of aspiration, innovation and
entrepreneurialism. Protection is a notion with a long tradition in political
philosophy: since Plato, it has signified the defence of the community.
Protection was understood by both Machiavelli and Hobbes as the ‘bare
minimum’ of politics — that which allows the community’s survival and
reproduction in the face of threats of all kinds. Today, protection is demanded in
response to the dislocation and externalisation produced by global capital, the
exposure to the rapacious tendencies of an extractivist capitalism and the

devastating ecological risks it has generated. °

Under the City’s Shield

Protection is a term that sounds somewhat alien to those who have spent most of
their adult lives before the great crises of the early twenty-first century. During
the period of triumphant neoliberalism, state protection — and in particular social
protection and trade protectionism — was decried as paternalistic and as an
obstacle to freedom and innovation. However, protection is central to politics.
Following Thomas Hobbes, it may be said that security and protection are ‘the
very essence of Government’. ® Military, health and economic protection
guarantee the minimum condition of politics: the survival and reproduction of a
society.



The question of ‘protection’ — from the Latin protegere (pro- + tegere — to
cover the front) — has a long tradition in political theory. In Plato’s Republic , the
fountainhead of political thought in Western civilisation, rulers are called
‘guardians’ — fylakes in ancient Greek. This is because, as implied by the root
fylasso — to watch, guard, protect, defend, but also to maintain, preserve, cherish
— the role of political leaders is first of all ‘preservation’ and ‘maintenance’ of
the polity. To paraphrase a famous Platonic dictum, if the shoemaker’s art is the
making of shoes, the politician’s art is the protection of the polity against
dangers — either external threats, such as wars or epidemics, or internal strife. In
Book IIT of The Republic , Plato states that power-holders have to be ‘protective

of the city’. 7 This reflects the fact that the continued existence of the city is
ultimately predicated on its ability to withstand dangers and preserve the health
of its citizens. In the words of Cicero in De Legibus , a treatise modelled after
Plato’s Laws , salus populi suprema lex esto : the welfare of the people shall be
the supreme law. 8

Protection is a good in itself, but also a necessary condition for social
cohesion. Protection is what keeps the city together, what gives it a sense of
purpose, what commits its citizens to the pursuit of a common mission.
Protection, in this sense, is not just defensive; it is productive of the community.
In fact, as Plato goes on to argue, the city’s very solidarity rests on the
recognition of the need for common forms of protection, on the fact that citizens
know that ‘the whole city protects each one of the private citizens’, and that
therefore, deprived of the protective shield of the city, they are left exposed to

threats to their own physical survival. ? This centrality of protection in the
architecture of the city is revealed precisely in those moments when protection is
lacking, with nefarious consequences for citizens.

Plato proposes the example of a ‘man who had fifty slaves, or even more’,
and what would happen to him if he were thrown ‘out of the city, him and his
wife and his children, and [put], along with his servants and the rest of his
property, in an isolated place where none of the free citizens could have any way

to protect him’. ' Regardless of one’s wealth, outside the city, any citizen would
find himself left exposed to all adversities. As the Greek practice of ostracism
demonstrates, this was not just a fictional scenario. The expulsion of undesired
citizens, sanctioned by a popular ballot, was so feared because it resulted in the
condition of utter helplessness described by Plato. The city is thus imagined as a
sort of protective womb; outside the city, there is only danger and fear, and life,

to quote Hobbes’s famous phrase is ‘solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short’. 1
This view of politics as protection was central to the two great political



philosophers of the early modern era: Machiavelli and Hobbes. For Machiavelli,
protection is central to political authority. Significantly, in The Prince , the
measure of a principality’s strength is ‘whether the prince has so much power
that he can (if necessary) stand up on his own, or whether he always needs the

protection of others’. 12 The ability to protect oneself is the minimum condition
for being an autonomous political actor. If one does not possess the means of
protection, one should be resigned to the role of vassal of a stronger power, or to
the humiliating yet relatively safe fate of living in a territory that has the status
of a ‘protectorate’ — a place that falls under the protection of someone else.
These days, many countries, while nominally sovereign, are under the de facto
military authority of a suzerain, such as the United States, China or Russia, and
the protection of its atomic ‘umbrella’.

In The Prince , the protective function of the state is represented through a
suggestive hydraulic metaphor. The Florentine diplomat argues that all princes
should prepare for adverse circumstances and downturns in political fortune. He
compares what he capitalises as Fortune ‘to one of those destructive rivers that,
when they become enraged, flood the plains, ruin the trees and buildings, raising

the earth from one spot and dropping it onto another’. ' A ruler should act as a
wise engineer who prepares for bad weather. He will take ‘precautions with
dikes and dams when the weather is calm, so that when they rise up again either
the waters will be channelled off or their force will be neither so damaging nor

so out of control’. 1* As Cicero had already noted in Commonwealth , a
fundamental quality of a good ruler should be prudence — literally looking
forward (as implied in the Latin root pro-videre ). The good ruler will always
prepare for the multiple threats that arise out of the chaotic flow of worldly
events, including wars, famines and epidemics. By planning defence against
them, the prince will be able to control them, rather than being caught in their
tempestuous tide.

Divisive Fears

The demand for protection prevalent in our era springs from a sense of fear.
Much has been said in recent years about our times as an ‘age of fear’ and the

‘politics of fear’ peddled by the nationalist right. > Often, however, the reason
for this prominence of fear in contemporary society seems to be missed —
especially among liberals, who take the influence of fear in politics as
tantamount to barbarism. But it is impossible to understand the post-neoliberal



politics of protection without considering its connection to fear. Hobbes is often
considered as the philosopher of the politics of fear, and this is not altogether
wrong. Fear was one of many emotions considered by Hobbes — others included
hope and desire; but it was by far the most important, for its various political
consequences. Fear was a very important category not only in Hobbes’s
writings, but also in his own upbringing. In his verse autobiography, originally
written in Latin, he famously remarked, ‘My mother gave birth to twins: myself
and fear’, since he was delivered at the time when the Spanish Armada of King
Philip II was approaching the coast of England, in what was ultimately an
unsuccessful attempt to force the English into submission. '® Furthermore, his
life was repeatedly in danger, such as after the 1666 plague, when he was
lambasted for his atheism.

Fear infuses Hobbes’s anthropological discussion of the state of nature,
which preceded and informed Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s own. Fear is what
defines primitive society before the creation of political institutions — a condition
marked by ‘continual fear, and danger of violent death’. For Hobbes, fear,
among other emotions, is what human beings share with animals, and is thus a
manifestation of our irrational element: ‘this perpetuall feare, alwayes

accompanying mankind in the ignorance of causes’. !” Fear is an elemental force
which only the presence of the state can channel in a productive way. The state,
in this sense, is a response to human fear — an institution that serves to regulate
and organise it so as to prevent its destruction of the fragile social bonds that
sustain society. In Hobbes, fear constitutes the first mover of political action,
much as desire acts as the dominant political motivation in the work of Spinoza
and many philosophers under his influence, such as Francois Lyotard, Gilles
Deleuze and Antonio Negri. This is why Hobbes has long been seen as a
somewhat dismal philosopher, whose conclusions necessarily tended towards the
authoritarian. But Hobbesian insights are returning with a vengeance in the late
neoliberalism of the post-pandemic era, when fear pervades political affairs.

In the initial section of Leviathan , Hobbes catalogues various forms of fear.
The list includes melancholy, terror, fear of death, fear of spirits, ‘fear of
Darknesse and Ghosts’, fear of oppression, fear of poverty and calamity, fear of
punishment — and also ‘hydrophobia’ and ‘tyrannophobia’. This multiplicity of
fear has important consequences for politics. From different kinds of fears stem
different political reactions. Specifically, all fears fall into two categories:
‘mutual fear’ and ‘common fear’ — in other words, fear harboured by humans
towards one another, and fear of common dangers or punishments affecting them

all. ™ The most prevalent fear in Hobbes is mutual fear, which is dominant in the



state of nature — a condition that resurfaces in civil wars such as the one that was
raging in England precisely at the time he was writing Leviathan . The
competitive spirit of individuals and their equality in natural endowments leads
to diffidence; and diffidence — in other words, mutual suspicion — leads in turn to
war, war between individuals and civil war, of ‘every one against one another’.
19

For Hobbes, only in the presence of a ‘common power’ able to ‘overawe
them’ and ‘keep them in quiet’ through fear of punishment and death can this
internecine struggle between people be suspended. It is impossible to ‘bridle
men’s ambition, avarice, anger, and other passions, without the fear of some

coercive power’. 20 This discussion may seem dubious or repulsive; but it is
reminiscent of the way in which the weakening of the state has unleashed
individual rapacity during the neoliberal era, in the economic war of all against
all that has deeply divided society. The source of a common fear capable of
uniting society is not only to be found in the power of the state. Interestingly, for
a time like ours, marked by fear of coronavirus and climate change, common
fear is also related to natural dangers, such as plagues, floods and earthquakes —
or thunderbolts attributed to the anger of the gods, as discussed by Giambattista

Vico. 2!

This distinction between mutual fear and common fear, and their respective
relationships with unity and division, provides a useful grid to make sense of the
different ‘uses of fear’ that are now emerging in the post-neoliberal politics of
protection. The nationalist right has often been accused of using fear as a means
to divide the people. During the 2020 presidential campaign, Joe Biden
paraphrased a New Testament passage: ‘A house divided against itself cannot
stand.” It was a comment on the divisiveness created by Trump’s tenure as
president, his antagonising of Black Lives Matter and his support for groups on

the extreme right. 2? Similarly, Pope Francis clearly had the far right’s politics of
hate in mind when he attacked ‘toxic Manichaeism’ in his 2020 encyclical, titled
“ Fratelli Tutti > (‘All Brothers’). Indeed, the anxieties the right mobilises mostly
correspond to the Hobbesian category of mutual fear, pitting different sections of
the population — defined by race, gender or belief — or entire nations, against one
another.

One typical example of this stoking of mutual fear is the right’s use of the
fear of crime, which is often tightly interwoven with fear of migrants and ethnic
minorities. This is most evident in countries with appallingly high murder rates
like the United States and Brazil. In 2018, Brazil had 57,000 violent deaths,
compared to 20,000 in war-torn Syria. Jair Bolsonaro’s promise to implement



heavy-handed solutions, such as deregulating the purchase of weapons and
sending military troops to the favelas, which are overwhelmingly inhabited by
people of colour, was a winning card in his election as president in October
2018. In the United States, Donald Trump ran the 2016 and more explicitly the
2020 campaign on a law and order platform to defend America from criminals
often strongly identified with immigrants and ethnic minorities. He branded the
Black Lives Matter protests sparked by the killing of George Floyd as terrorism.
Furthermore, he referred to the ‘defund the police’ slogan, issued by some
activists during the demonstrations, and embraced by AOC, to argue that the
Democratic Party was controlled by the ‘radical left’ and unable to guarantee
protection for the citizenry.

The other great fear pandered to most crudely by the right is fear of foreign
powers — a fear that has a long and infamous pedigree. The conflict between
different polities and the need for protection that derives from it is, according to
Plato, the original motivation for political organisation and the institution of
guardians. In Ancient Greece, war between city-states was frequent and politics
was intensely focused on the city’s defence (viz. Themistocles). Stories of cities
that had been sacked and their inhabitants sold into slavery were a stark
reminder that entire peoples could be erased from history. Fear of annihilation
continues to haunt contemporary politics. With the end of the Cold War and the
collapse of the Soviet Union, the terrifying prospect of an all-out nuclear war
had long seemed to be off the cards. But the growing rivalry between the United
States and China and the violent conflicts in the Middle East during the 2010s
shows that we are far from the global ‘perpetual peace’ imagined by Immanuel

Kant. 23 In fact, as geostrategic competition escalates, we see the right wing in
the United States and Europe beating the nationalist, Sinophobic drum. As the
decline of the United States and the Western alliance deepens in the post-
pandemic era, breeding a profound resentment and fear of the loss of status, we
may well witness such chauvinism growing, amid an even more fear-driven
politics than we have been used to in the first decades of the twenty-first century.

The Politics of Care

The highly divisive fears mobilised by the nationalist right are not the only ones
that inflect social demands for state protection. In contemporary politics we also
find ‘common fears’ related to the destructive effect a destabilised environment
and new illnesses will have on our survival, exemplified by climate change and



the coronavirus crisis. These are common fears because they seem to pit
humanity against external agents which, like the lightning described by Vico,
strike fear into everyone and therefore can potentially act as a ‘negativity’
against which to construct a sense of unity and solidarity. At the same time, they
are imbricated with social conflicts arising from the management of health and
natural resources, which often pit workers and ordinary citizens against the
interests of the wealthy, who oppose taxation, and environmentally damaging
industries that refuse regulation.

The Covid-19 crisis has not only placed serious stress on countries’ health
systems, exposing their fragility to unforeseen shocks after two decades of
underfunding and the privatisation of public health; it has also spawned deep
worries and psychopathologies in the population. The quarantine imposed in
many countries was observed strictly by the majority of citizens not only
because of fear of legal consequences, but also for fear of infection and the
recognition of the necessity of protective measures by the state. The disciplined
response by the majority of citizens was welcomed from many quarters as a
demonstration of the resurfacing of a sense of public duty and solidarity, based
on an awareness that society could protect itself only if citizens protected one
another. This reciprocity was well represented by the use of face masks, which,
more than protecting the person wearing them, protect those in her vicinity; but
if everyone wears a mask, this protection of the other also ends up being a
protection of the self. This universalist framing of protection against the
pandemic was heightened by declarations of a ‘war against the virus’, presented
by many politicians as a mortal enemy of society.

The fear engendered by the pandemic did not seem to fit well the typical
playbook of the nationalist right, which relies mostly on fears relating to
immigration, crime and international rivalries and resentments. It involves a trust
in science and scientific expertise, which contradicts the nationalist right’s anti-
intellectualism and anti-scientism. In fact, the right tried to redirect fear of the
virus towards a number of obscure agents accused of using the emergency to
manipulate public opinion. In the course of the pandemic, a number of anti-
scientific conspiracy theories spread wildly, claiming all sorts of alternative
interpretations of the events — suggesting the virus had been deliberately
manufactured by Big Pharma — while many cast doubt on the efficacy of
masking, social distancing and vaccines.

Conspiracy theories of this kind were mobilised by the so-called ‘no-mask’
movement and sometimes directly amplified, and retweeted, by leaders of the
nationalist right such as Donald Trump. Even after being infected, Trump



persisted in a stance of denial. Posing triumphantly on the balcony of the White
House after his discharge from the Walter Reed Medical Center in October
2020, he was barely able to hide the fact that he was gasping for breath.
Furthermore, the right tried to use the crisis to stoke resentment against China,
whose reputation in fact suffered in the West amid the emergency. Trump made
no apologies for calling Covid-19 ‘the China virus’, while Steve Bannon claimed
that it was a ‘Chinese Communist Party virus’, with allies in Italy, Brazil and
Spain adopting a similar rhetoric.

On the socialist left, the onset of the pandemic led to discussions about a
politics of care: an investment in health and the environment which could

provide safety in the context of a widespread sense of fragility and insecurity. 2*
Inspired by the role of health and other essential workers, scholars and activists
have argued that care should become a lens through which to reorganise society,
prioritising basic support mechanisms that everyone depends on. The politics of
care implies a concern for basic needs — for fostering, curing and nurturing
society and repairing a damaged natural environment. In practical terms, it calls
for major investments in healthcare and education, social care and environmental
protection, and good pay for care workers who too often are neglected. For
instance, Joe Biden has pledged $400 billion for child-care and elderly care as
part of his stimulus package, a choice his policy advisors defended in a telling
manoeuvre by arguing that care is a fundamental element of infrastructure. A
‘caring society’ — a society in which everyone is assured of care and social
protection — could defuse the fear of extinction stoked by the pandemic and
create a renewed sense of security and hope for the future.

Despite the huge shock created by coronavirus, this emergency is dwarfed by
incoming crises — in particular, climate change. Global warming has the
potential to produce the greatest environmental catastrophe ever experienced by
mankind. This issue poses an existential challenge to the stability of the
biosphere, and no adequate response to it has so far been proposed. The warming
of the planet is bound to lead to a number of destructive effects, especially if the
rise in temperature is not kept beneath the 2° Celsius limit relative to the pre-
industrial average temperature, which was identified in the 2015 Paris Accords
as the necessary goal in order to avoid ‘runaway climate change’. According to
recent research, there is a chance that the symbolic boundary of 1.5 degrees

might already be crossed in 2024. 2> Even with bold and rapid cuts in emissions
of a kind that currently seems unlikely, the effects of global warming are bound

to be very severe. 2°
As a consequence of climate change, the world will be faced with a



treacherous rise in temperature and deadly heatwaves. A combination of high
heat and humidity, already registered in the Persian Gulf, that can be lethal even

for healthy people when in the open will become more common in the future. %
Cities like New Delhi, Shanghai, Beijing and Los Angeles may be pushed

beyond habitability before the end of the century. 28 Large stretches of coastline
will face the risk of floods, with many coastal mega-cities threatened by sea-
level rises projected to reach up to a metre by 2100 and much more in the

following centuries. 2°

A severe decline in agricultural yields amid rampant desertification and
worsening water scarcity, will make it increasingly difficult to feed a growing

world population. 2° Massive biodiversity loss is also expected, 50 per cent of
species being likely to have been deprived of suitable climate conditions by the

end of the century. 3! Furthermore, climate change will facilitate the spread of
new diseases, including malaria, dengue and other tropical illnesses. It is also
likely to contribute to the onset of new pandemics, due to the growing pressure
of human communities on animal habitats and the higher likelihood of zoonotic

transmission. 32 These catastrophic trends are bound to have enormous social
consequences, millions of people being forced to move from areas that have

become impossible to live in. 33 Perhaps even more terrifying are the political
consequences that the agoraphobia deriving from them might have. We have
already experienced the capacity of a relatively modest economic downturn and
the rise in immigration in the mid 2010s to stoke nationalist sentiment. What will
happen to politics if a truly catastrophic decline brutally destroys people’s
livelihoods, sparking wars over water and food and creating enormous waves of
refugees?

This calamitous prospect demonstrates the urgency of a politics of protection
and care aimed at safeguarding the basic conditions for the continued existence
of society. If environmental struggles have long been framed as ‘protecting the
environment’, and preserving endangered species, such as the polar bears losing
their habitat because of melting ice, it is now apparent that it has become a
question of protecting humanity and the ‘human habitat’ itself — hence the broad
resonance of the struggle against the prospect of extinction raised by the climate
justice group Extinction Rebellion. While sometimes exaggerated, or even
demotivating, in its apocalyptic tone, the rhetoric used by anti-climate change
activists signals the urgent need for a massive effort to address this threat.

The fight against climate calls not only for measures that mitigate the
greenhouse effect — namely, reductions in carbon emissions through the



transition to renewable energies, an immediate halt to the extraction of fossil
fuels and a radical overhaul of transport, energy, construction and food systems.

34 It also requires a number of ‘climate adaptation’ measures that involve
protection vis-a-vis a destabilised natural environment. Rising sea levels will
necessitate the improvement of coastal defences, including the reinforcement of
coastal dunes, ‘beach nourishment’ efforts and the construction of sea walls and
river dikes. Increasingly frequent flash floods will create a need for improved
drainage infrastructures and urban planning measures to restrain excessive
construction; creeping desertification will require transformations of agriculture,
and in particular of the crops cultivated in each region; and extreme weather
events will increase the need for protective technologies for buildings and
infrastructures. Furthermore, this environmental crisis highlights the fact that
infinite growth is a mirage and our focus should instead be on consolidating and
rebalancing an already highly technological society, focusing on repair and on
qualitative improvement rather than unlimited quantitative expansion, as the
discourse of ‘sustainability’, now widely accepted by the political mainstream,
proposes.

These measures all cry out for a level of state intervention that far exceeds
the light-touch, ‘nudging’ approach favoured by neoliberals. Breitbart and other
right-wing media organisations stoke fears of an ‘ecological Leninism’ that
would put the lives of ordinary people under intolerable levels of control. But the
real risk that must be averted is rather that of eco-fascism, in which right-wing
communitarianism is presented as the only possible response to averting social
collapse amid an evermore inhospitable natural environment.

The prominence of all-too-motivated fears in contemporary politics is
something that worries many on the left, given the perception that fear is a boon
for the right. It is true that much right-wing politics has been built on fear — most
notably fear of migrants and foreigners. Furthermore, a fear of losing social
status has traditionally functioned as a major driver in the growth of fascist
movements. However, a broad suspicion of fear as a political motivator seems
inconsistent with the fact that, in present circumstances, there are numerous
reasons for fear that are far from irrational or baseless. Fears need to be
acknowledged and understood, rather than met with the contempt of those who
are lucky enough to enjoy protection from danger. Only by addressing such fears
head-on might it be possible to rekindle the emotion of hope that even the dismal
Hobbes counted among the key drivers of politics — a hope that today is voiced
by movements like Fridays for Future, whose concern for coming dangers is
combined with the optimism that the struggle against difficult circumstances



may usher in a better future.

Fending Off Capital

The flood Machiavelli discusses in his work is the military danger represented
by foreign forces threatening to overrun the territory of the state; the danger of
Swiss, French and Spanish armies marauding over Italian soil in his own time.
Today, however, the politics of protection are more concerned with the economy
than with war — and in particular with the macroeconomic threats we have
become familiar with in this age of depression. The destructive effects of stock
crashes, capital flight and financial floods, combined with the threat of
‘disruption’ posed by digital businesses to retailers, taxi companies and other
service providers are upsetting the fragile equilibria of local economies. Workers
and citizens feel exposed to economic dangers that are upsetting their livelihoods
and frustrating their desire for stability. But, faced with these threats, national
governments often find themselves with few remedies. As we have seen in
chapters 2 and 3, acceptance of the neoliberal dogma of ‘openness’ has entailed
a renunciation of basic forms of economic protection (including tariffs, labour
protections, social welfare, licensing powers, strong environmental regulations,
and so on). Many states thus find themselves newly vulnerable — deprived of the
dikes and canals that can channel and stem the tide of economic forces, imposing
a degree of ‘friction’ on economic flows that might hinder some of the most
rapacious enterprises and investments.

This situation of impotence and vulnerability goes a long way to explain why
trade protectionism — that most disparaged of economic policies — has lately
acquired new currency. This can be seen clearly in Donald Trump’s withdrawal
from the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) trade treaty and subsequent initiation
of a trade war with China. In recent years, the left — whose criticism of free trade
had traditionally been limited to civil society practices such as fair trade — has
also mobilised in support of moderate forms of commercial protectionism.
Figures like Bernie Sanders and Jean-Luc Mélenchon have advocated the
regulation of trade, foreign investment and capital flows as a means of protecting
the environment and workers’ rights. For example, in April 2019, Sanders, who
opposed the NAFTA trade treaty, took aim at such treaties more broadly: ‘Our
trade deals were written by large multinational corporations for multinational
corporations. Trade is a good thing. But we need a trade policy that works for
working families, not just large corporations.’ Similarly, the programme of Jean-



Luc Mélenchon’s La France Insoumise in the 2017 presidential elections
pledged to ‘refuse free trade, establish solidarity protectionism and economic
cooperation’. 3°

In the aftermath of the coronavirus crisis, even some centrist politicians have
revised their views, admitting that global trade has been pushed to an extreme.
This is reflected in the idea of ‘European sovereignty’ that Macron has in mind —
according to which the European Union should speak with one mind on global

trade issues, resorting to protectionist measures if trading partners do not play

fair. 3% Protectionism — until recently having consistently negative connotations
associated with fascist autarchy, as well as failed experiments in populist import-
substitution and communist central planning — is now increasingly acceptable on
the political scene, as we shall see in Chapter 9 when discussing the post-
pandemic state.

What is at stake in post-pandemic politics is not just trade protectionism, but
a more general approach to the politics of protection that I describe as
‘protectivism’. Protectivism encompasses a greater variety of policies, including
social welfare, workers’ representation, environmental protection and other
social support mechanisms whose urgent necessity has been demonstrated by the
coronavirus crisis. Economic statism is evident in the fostering of fledgling
industries in the digital and green-energy sectors, as well as in investment in
essential public services such as health and education. This change of
perspective reflects an environment in which the neoliberal promise of rapid
growth, access to new foreign markets and widespread enrichment for a global
middle class has been thoroughly discredited. The slogans invoking aspiration,
entrepreneurialism, innovation and flexibility that imbued neoliberal possessive
individualism ring increasingly hollow in the midst of recession. The political
focus has instead shifted towards ideas of reconstruction and consolidation , to
demands for the safeguarding of living conditions and the protection, and fair
redistribution, of current levels of prosperity, against the prospect of catastrophic
decline.

The obvious reference point for understanding this politics of economic
protection is the work of Karl Polanyi — whose theory of the ‘second movement’

we have already introduced 37 — and in particular his discussion of the dialectic
between inhabitation and improvement. For Polanyi, capitalism is a destabilising
force that upsets society’s balance. Its promise of improvement is caught up in a
fight to the death with society’s struggle for habitation . ‘Improvement’ refers to
capitalism’s drive to optimise production: its emphasis on technological
innovation to attain higher levels of productivity, and increased returns on



investment. ‘Habitation’ refers to society’s legitimate desire to enjoy some
degree of stability and security — its fundamental instinct towards self-

preservation. 38 This does not mean that economic activities and the market —
which Polanyi carefully distinguishes from capitalism proper — are antisocial by
nature. Rather, capitalism is a specific type of economy and property
arrangement that revolves around a disembedding of the economy from society.
In previous eras, economic activities were closely regimented by social relations
and customs, as observed by many ‘moral economists’, including R. H. Tawney
and E. P. Thompson, who advocated an economy based on mutuality and moral
norms of fairness and justice. Medieval towns enforced strong protectionist
measures through the creation of guilds and corporations that controlled access
to the labour market; meanwhile ‘mobile capital’ was suspected of threatening

‘to disintegrate the institutions of the town’. 3° Modern capitalism has, by and
large, destroyed the social institutions that guaranteed social control over the
economy, turning the market into a destructive force.

In the capitalist world of global finance and international trade, land, money
and labour become mere commodities, and this creates a feeling Polanyi names
as ‘exposure’ — a term that, as we have seen, well reflects neoliberal
globalisation’s drive towards externalisation, at the root of contemporary
agoraphobia. Polanyi provides various examples of this exposure, including ‘the
exploitation of the physical strength of the worker, the destruction of family life,
the devastation of neighbour-hoods, the denudation of forests, the pollution of
rivers, the deterioration of craft standards, the disruption of folkways and the

general degradation of existence, including housing and arts’. 4° These
tendencies become most apparent at moments of crisis, when people’s
livelihoods are turned upside down.

In response to this stress, societies have often exhibited practices of
economic protection, which Polanyi discusses in Part II of The Great

Transformation — suggestively titled ‘Self-Protection of Society’. *! Polanyi
refers to the ‘principle of social protection aiming at the conservation of man and
nature as well as productive organization, relying on the varying support of those

most immediately affected by the deleterious action of the market’. 4*> Polanyi
uses a number of related terms for protection: conservation, shelter, reaction,
defence and attenuation — terms that seem eerily relevant to contemporary and
future challenges. This phraseology conjures the idea of society as a reactive and
defensive structure, which springs into action when subject to threats, whether of
mass unemployment or pandemic disease.

For Polanyi, the social instinct for protection is not necessarily an irrational



nor a conservative impulse, as liberals would have it. Rather, it proceeds from
the desire to re-establish a measure of equilibrium and stability without which
society cannot thrive. Although the term originates in the nationalist political
economy of Friedrich List, economic protectionism cannot be reduced to a right-
wing position. In fact, in his 1940 essay ‘The Fascist Virus’ Polanyi contrasts
fascism’s totalitarian politics of protection with the wvarious ° protective

interventions on the part of society as a whole’ *3 that have often been pursued
by trade unions and socialist movements. These include ‘factory laws, social
insurance, municipal socialism, trade union activities and practices’, all of which
have been utilised in the attempt to reinsert social control and solidarity into the

economy, and were ‘socially necessary in order to prevent the destruction of the

human substance through the blind action of the automatism of the market’. 4

Polanyi’s analysis is highly relevant amid the fragility of the present. Only by
constructing forms of economic and social protection adequate to confront the
daunting challenges the future has in store for us can we hope to overcome the
condition of naked exposure to market forces and regain some sense of
economic and social security.

Obedience for Protection

Protection often involves an act of subjugation, a domination of the powerful
over the powerless, of the sovereign over the subject, of the protector over the
protected. In the public imagination, protection is often associated with
authoritarianism and paternalism, and resented by liberals, who consider
protection as hostile to freedom. Furthermore, protection seems to connote the
exclusion and expulsion of the unprotected, most vividly in the politics of
borders and migration. But the politics of protection cannot be reduced to a
conservative maintenance of the status quo. There are many forms of state
protection that are essential to society’s well-being, and that need to be urgently
reinstated and expanded to confront the systemic crises of the twenty-first
century; as proposed by Plato, these forms of collective protection are central to
the bonds of solidarity at the heart of any polity.

Besides representing the ultimate objective of politics in the Hobbesian
paradigm of sovereignty, protection also constitutes its basis of legitimacy: for
political authority to be legitimate, it has to protect the people; if it stops
protecting them, it becomes illegitimate. Protection is the object of the most
important clause of the social contract — Hobbes’s key conceptual invention. The



social contract revolves around a very particular transaction: the exchange
between protection and obedience; the citizen offers his obedience in exchange
for the sovereign’s protection. As Hobbes puts it, ‘the end of Obedience is
Protection’. 4> This exchange may sound like a rather brutal ‘offer you can’t
refuse’ of the kind that operates in the realm of mafia and prostitution rings. But
it implies a fundamentally democratic corollary: obedience towards the
sovereign — respect for laws, submission to the authority of the state, popular
acceptance of civic duties — is not unconditional, but contingent on a credible
offer of protection from the sovereign power.

When the state is incapable of guaranteeing protection to its subject, the
social contract itself becomes void. As Hobbes phrases it, ‘The obligation of
subjects to the sovereign, is understood to last as long, and no longer, than the

power lasteth, by which he is able to protect them.’ #® Everyone is thus
authorised to look after their own life: ‘for where there is no such Power, there is
no protection to be had from the Law; and therefore every one may protect

himself by his own power’. 47 This suspension of the social contract because of
the failure of the state to enforce social protection is reminiscent of the popular
response to many great social and political calamities throughout history — such
as following defeat in war, or when a country is hit by a major environmental
crisis or famine.

Thus, Hobbes, generally considered the philosopher of law and order and an
apologist of sovereign authority, does in fact have a theory of legitimate revolt
against power. Rebellion is valid in those cases when the sovereign no longer
provides the basic public good of protection. This seems to parallel the classic
Confucian doctrine of authority in China, based on the notion of a celestial
mandate assigned to the emperor. Also in this case, the mandate lasts only as
long as the emperor demonstrates his ability to shield his own subjects from
foreign or natural dangers — in circumstances when this does not apply, the
people have the right to rise up. When authorities lose the ability to provide
protection, it is their very existence that is at stake. When such crises reach a
point of no return, as Hobbes’s capitalisation insists, ‘then is the Common-
wealth DISSOLVED’. 48

Today’s rebellion of the people against the establishment is grounded
precisely in the perception of their having been betrayed and deprived of the
protection they were promised in exchange for their dutiful obedience. This
grievance has been evident in the discourse of a number of recent popular
protests, including France’s Gilets Jaunes, the 2019 protests in Chile and
Ecuador and the major wave of protest that is already emerging in response to



the economic effects of the Covid-19 pandemic. These protests are infused with
a sense of betrayal at the hands of state and economic systems that have shown
themselves unable to defend the livelihood of citizens and workers. The reality
of growing precarity, insecurity and depressed wages has revealed that the
neoliberal social contract — entailing the promise of growth and opportunity —
has been unilaterally breached by the capitalist class. In coming years, as the
economic effects of the coronavirus crisis will affect basic conditions,
governments will be under pressure to deliver social protection if they want to
maintain the obedience of their citizens. However, we should be aware that, as
Hobbes’s argument about the correlation between obedience and protection
implies, the additional state protection that many may welcome is bound to go
hand-in-hand with demands for additional state control, which many resent. This
‘price of protection’ is bound to raise major dilemmas in Western capitalist
democracies over the coming years.

The Age of the Pangolin

The political challenges of the present resonate strongly with the leitmotiv of the
politics of protection, which, as we have seen, is a key question in Western
thought running from Plato through Machiavelli and Hobbes, to Karl Polanyi’s
discussion of society’s response to the despoliation wrought by uncontrolled
capitalism. In times when the trajectory of social and economic development
seems to have reached a plateau, when ecological catastrophe is looming on the
horizon, and when many people are worried about the bare minimum conditions
of their existence and that of their children, it is not surprising that the demand
for protection has moved once again into the foreground. In Polanyi’s terms, the
priority has become inhabitation rather than improvement, reconstruction and
sustainability rather than acceleration. This attitude resonates with the
declaration of Spanish prime minister Pedro Sanchez who, immediately after the
beginning of the first lockdown, in March 2020, stated: ‘Our society, which had
grown used to changes that expand our possibilities of knowledge, health and
life, now finds itself in a war to defend all we have taken for granted.” 4°

The question is what a progressive politics of protection should amount to,
and how to avoid an outcome in which a widespread sense of danger is used to
feed political reaction.

The obvious risk is that the politics of protection will be exploited by the
nationalist right, presenting migrants, ethnic minorities and foreign countries as



existential threats to be defended against. To express the defensive character of
societies reeling from the 1929 stock market crash, Polanyi used the image of a
‘crustacean society’ that pursued a ‘sovereignty more jealous and absolute than
anything known before’. °© The image of a crustacean reveals some elements
that lie at the heart of any politics of protection — in particular, the way in which
the security of the °‘inside’ is predicated on insulation against, and often
repulsion of, the ‘outside’, much as the suppleness of a lobster’s meat is
guaranteed by its leathery external shell. It is true that this defensive involution
can provide shelter from external perils threatening society’s survival. But this
survival instinct can also engender a dangerous defensiveness, a jealous
territoriality. This, incidentally, is also a characteristic of the ethology of the
lobster, which — as argued by Jordan Peterson, the controversial conservative
psychologist — often engages in violent dominance disputes in which it uses its
claws to battle competitors.

A more endearing animal for illustrating the character of protectivism is the
pangolin — the species initially blamed for the zoonotic jump that generated the
Covid-19 pandemic. The insect-eating pangolin is the only mammal on the
planet with scales. Like the armadillo, with which it is sometimes confused, it
curls up into a ball when threatened — a tactic that allows it to survive encounters
with much larger predators, including lions. Unlike the lobster, however, the
pangolin is peaceful and shy, and is one of earth’s most vulnerable animals. It
has no teeth and lives a mostly solitary life, hiding in burrows and avoiding
confrontation with other pangolins. It elicits sympathy precisely because, despite
its investment in defence, it appears rather defenceless. Pangolins are poached in
the tens of thousands every year because of the use of their scales in traditional
Chinese medicine and because their meat is considered a delicacy. The
respective postures of these two creatures — the aggressive territorial
defensiveness of the lobster and the more good-natured defensive tactics of the
pangolin — can be seen as metaphors for the different approaches to the politics
of protection that are emerging on the right and the left.

On the nationalist right, the politics of protection is mostly associated with
aggressiveness and a will to dominate. It is bent on sparking mutual fears —
especially the fear of migrants, who it frames as aliens, but also mutual
diffidence between nations. The prime protective function it assigns to the
sovereign state is to protect ‘natives’, as well as their industry and property,
against other nations and their economies, in a narrative in which capitalist
competition is shrouded in the garb of competition between nations. This
proprietorial protectionism claims to protect the community in its entirety and to



deliver the physical security of law and order. But in fact, as will become more
apparent in the discussion of class issues and economic policies that follows,
behind these communitarian pretences hides a stubborn defence of special
interests and established property relations.

This chapter has also explored the intimations of a progressive politics of
protection. Social protectivism revolves around issues of social care and
environmental repair. This approach focuses on the provision of basic economic
security for everyone, guaranteeing universal standards of living to cure the
worst forms of insecurity affecting workers and the most vulnerable. The fears
that are dominant in this context are more economic than cultural in nature; the
demand for protection is not motivated so much by fear of ethnic pollution as by
a desire to denounce the social dissolution caused by the ravages of capitalism.
In conclusion, protection has become the decisive question in post-neoliberal
politics, the term that captures manifold anxieties that haunt our society. The
struggle for political hegemony in the post-neoliberal era will be determined by
which vision of protection gains more traction among electorates preoccupied by
fear.



5

Control

If protection is the ultimate end of state sovereignty, control is its practical
means. In contemporary discourse, control invokes a variety of key functions of
the state — such as capital controls, border controls, or environmental controls —
many of which are deemed to have been weakened by neoliberal globalisation;
more generally it alludes to the manifold mechanisms involved in translating
political will into action. The recent popularisation of this notion is coloured
strongly by politics. It stems from the ‘take back control’ slogan coined by the
Leave campaign in the June 2016 Brexit referendum and was frequently
mentioned on television programmes and in public speeches by Brexiteers,
starting with the Leave campaign leader and current UK prime minister, Boris
Johnson. Brexiteers argued that by leaving the European Union, Great Britain
would be able to reassert democratic control over a number of important policy
areas — migration, fisheries, trade, and so on — that were then unduly controlled
by bureaucrats, or ‘eurocrats’ based in Brussels, putting ordinary British citizens
at a disadvantage. Taking back control was seen as a token of sovereignty and
ultimately democracy; though critics warned that, rather than delivering more
control, it would simply increase the UK’s international isolation.

The relevance of the question of control, however, reaches much further than
the claim to sovereignty raised by the Brexit campaign. This notion is today
being mobilised in the most disparate of circumstances: in discussions about the
crisis of democracy and debates about pandemic measures; in policy proposals



connected to ecological transition and discussions about global trade; in the
revival of economic planning; in conspiracy theories and controversies about the
relationship between science and politics. Control is a term that evokes questions
of power, bureaucracy, coercion, state intervention and political intentionality —
all of which were viewed with suspicion during the neoliberal era. It betokens a
demand for political order, legibility and authority, amid a world in which
neoliberal policies of deregulation have unleashed social and economic chaos.
Furthermore, it is associated with calls for more democracy and civic
participation, reversing the technocratic transformation of decision-making
under neoliberalism. This breadth of meanings and applications explains why the
notion of control has become the object of contention between the nationalist
right and the socialist left, as each seeks to distance itself from the neoliberal
centre and its suspicion of state control.

The mobilisation of the term control reaches well beyond the confines of the
British Isles. On the right, it was often used during the 2010s in the context of
claims to recover territorial control deemed to have been eroded by
globalisation. In the United States, Donald Trump often used the imaginary and
vocabulary of control as part of his chauvinistic rhetoric. For example, during
the 2016 presidential campaign, he often described the situation at the southern
border with Mexico as ‘out of control’ and took aim at the problem of
‘uncontrolled migration’. In Italy, Matteo Salvini proposed in 2017, in framing
his ‘Italians First’ discourse, that it was necessary to regain ‘control of money,

banks and borders’, despite later reneging on his anti-euro commitment. !
Similarly, Marine Le Pen often argued that France ‘must control our borders’, to
stop ‘massive migration’, prevent terrorist attacks, and later to halt the spread of
coronavirus.

On the left, the question of political control has also become the object of
intense attention amid a growing preoccupation with the sorry state of
democracy and citizenship, as well as demands for more bottom-up democratic
control over decisions, and the perception of a crisis of state efficacy. In the
aftermath of the Brexit referendum, some left groups even tried to appropriate
the slogan of control for their camp. The Corbynite organisation Momentum
launched a “Take Back Control’ tour affirming that ‘people are sick and tired of
having no control over the big decisions that affect their lives’. % In an interview
with Jacobin , Jean-Luc Mélenchon argued that people were now demanding
‘control over their personal lives and over their immediate and wider
environment’. 3 In fact, the demand for a democratic recovery of control over the
economy has been at the core of many recent protest movements and left



campaigns: from demands for a ‘real democracy’ expressed by the 2011
movements of the squares to those of municipalist initiatives asserting control
over the city, as well as broader demands for the economic oligarchy to be
reined in and a public economy rebuilt.

The discourse of control has only intensified since the Covid-19 crisis began
in early 2020. As the pandemic has raged, governments have competed to show
that they had a firm grip on the reins of the country, while opponents have
accused them of unleashing chaos. Unprecedented forms of control over the
population have been enforced, from extensive lockdowns and quarantines to
mass testing and tracking and the isolation of asymptomatic patients in so-called
Noah’s Arks. The health crisis sparked a heated debate on the political and
ethical implications of the high level of state surveillance and enforcement
during the pandemic. The way in which China effectively brought the
coronavirus epidemic under control, while rich capitalist countries like the
United States and the UK found themselves in deep trouble, has also raised the
question of whether authoritarian states are more effective than liberal
democracies in addressing emergencies.

Control thus represents a central question in understanding the endopolitics
of the Great Recoil. It projects a reversal of the neoliberal imaginary, with its
distaste for bureaucracy and authority. Whereas neoliberals have often railed
against government controls of all sorts, which they consider an unnecessary
interference with private freedom, a reaffirmation of political control is now
deemed necessary to confront present and future catastrophes. As this chapter
will show, the notion of control is closely connected to the rise of statecraft. In
fact, sovereign states cannot exist without asserting what in today’s political
jargon we call ‘control’. But there are various meanings of control, with
contradictory political implications. In the course of this chapter, I will explore
three: control as command, as direction and as autonomy. While control as
command involves an authoritarian claim to power often backed by the threat of
violence, control as direction revolves around decision-making, the ability of
politics to shape the course of events, and who is responsible for guiding it.
Finally, control as autonomy refers to the extent to which a polity can claim
effective separation, or ‘insulation’, from the surrounding world. These different
meanings are crucial in developing a vision of democratic control to counter the
temptations of authoritarian control that are emerging in today’s neo-statist
landscape.

Genealogies of Control
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Control is a very common term, used in many different fields, from cybernetics
to accounting, psychology (self-control), sociology (social control), military
jargon (command, control and communication) and everyday language.
Generally speaking, it can be defined as the ability to direct behaviour,
individual or collective, as well as the specific operations and sanctions that
derive from that ability. In psychology, control is mostly framed as self-control,

the ability of a person to manage stress and achieve his or her goals. 4 We control
things when we are confident that our plans are going to be fulfilled, that our
thoughts will guide our actions to the desired result. Control as self-control and
control over the environment are correlated with well-being and self-fulfilment,
while lack of control has been clearly identified as a source of anxiety and the
root of psychopathologies that have become more endemic in our era —
especially since the onset of the coronavirus crisis and the collective trauma it

has produced. ° Thus, control is a virtue. No one wants to be ‘out of control’,
except perhaps in certain transient moments in which suspension of control can
result in a feeling of elation or euphoria.

In politics, control is equally central. In a general sense, it expresses the
capacity of an actor — whether a leader, a party or a government — to assert its
will. Control is correlated with power, authority, command, government, and
ultimately sovereignty. Whoever is in control ‘calls the shots’, determining
reality at his or her will. In the context of democratic politics, however, control
does not just cascade down from the top, but also filters upwards. With the rise
of mass democracies throughout the modern period, forms of top-down control
have been progressively moderated by forms of citizen control over
representatives — through periodic elections, through the monitoring effects of
public opinion, and by virtue of the nature of the public sphere as a space of
constant scrutiny of the actions of the powerful. Democracy thus involves a
twoway flow of control, where those at the top control those at the bottom, who
in turn control them. Much of political contention in democracies is staked on
the question of who should be in control and by what right.

Political control is strongly interwoven with the state in its capacity as the
most important structure of control over society, and indeed the model for most
other forms of control. This is reflected in the very origin of the term control,
which stems from the rise of statecraft during the late Middle Ages. The English
term control originates from the medieval Latin term contrarotulare . The word
was used to describe the action of an official who checked information against (

contra ) a roll ( rotula ). ®



In Anglo-Norman French, contreroller meant to keep a roll of accounts, a
constantly updated ‘scroll copy’ against which all verbal and written testimonies
had to be checked. It was in fact in the Norman courts in England and the
Kingdom of Two Sicilies of the eleventh and twelfth centuries that the modern
state took embryonic form, and the term control came to indicate practices of
inspection, record-keeping and enforcement of state bureaucracy. The exercise
of sovereign power required the development of extensive bureaucracies the
likes of which had not been seen since the fall of the Roman Empire in Western
Europe. Royal courts had to be capable of supervising large territories by
gathering knowledge on subjects, harvests and cities, while sanctioning
behaviour deemed injurious to the interests of the sovereign. 7 Think about the
Domesday Book — the great survey of Britain and Wales completed in 1086 by
order of William the Conqueror. Normans in Sicily created a similar document,
called the Catalogus Baronum (‘Catalogue of the Barons’). The primary purpose
of these documents was to extend the control of the state, surveying the different
properties and estates from which tax could be gathered to maintain its growing
military and administrative apparatus.

In modern state politics, control is both abstract and concrete. At a more
general level, the term designates the ability of sovereign power to be enacted —
to dominate, restrain and direct. Control is the transmission belt between
sovereignty, territory and population. This reality contradicts the assumptions of
Gilles Deleuze and Michel Foucault, who see control as an alternative to

sovereignty. 8 On the contrary, control is best understood as a fundamental
component of sovereignty — the means to guarantee the effective exercise of
political authority. At a concrete level, the term designates a number of specific
state practices: police controls, border controls, fire-safety controls, capital
controls, exchange controls, import controls, anti-corruption controls, custom
controls, tax controls, alcoholic beverage control, health controls, environmental
controls and many others. To these we can add the anti-pandemic controls that
have become a familiar element of our lives since the beginning of 2020. Think,
for example, of viral tests conducted by swabbing the inside of the nose or
mouth, as well as discussions about a Covid-19 vaccine passport to allow people
to board a plane. Practices of state control comprise four fundamental functions:
inspection (in, for example, the revenue office controlling someone’s tax return
or the customs’ agent inspecting a truck’s cargo); information-gathering (a
doctor testing whether someone is infected); verification (police establishing
whether a person is who she purports to be by checking her ID card); and finally,
enforcement and coercion (fining someone for a lock-down violation, or



detaining someone for supermarket theft).

It is impossible to conceive of the state without control. But what are the
ultimate motivations behind ideas of control in politics? And what are the
implications carried by different meanings attached to this notion? To explore
the connection between control and statecraft, I will examine three types of state
control and connected images that highlight different aspects of the notion:
control as command (the fist); force and its relationship with authority; control
as direction (the ship), namely the connection between decision and action; and
control as autonomy (the island), which concerns the effective ability of societies
to act as discrete units.

Holding Power in One’s Fist

The first form of control is command and domination: control as top-down
authority. In politics, the most common use of control serves to describe the
claim to power over an object, such as that of a leader over a movement or of a
parley over a government. In Aristotle’s Politics , the famous discussion about
various constitutional arrangements — monarchy, aristocracy, democracy —

invokes ideas of control. ® The Greek term used here is kyrion , meaning
supremacy and strength. This word, which straddles the ideas of sovereignty and
power, is used to describe a relationship of inference between ruler and power.
Hence, democracy is understood as control of the majority, monarchy as control
by one king and oligarchy as control by the few. The form of the state, its

institutional architecture, depends on who controls it: ‘the one, the few, or the

many’. 1°

Political control as domination is clothed in legitimacy and consensus. But it
is not based simply on assent and peaceful obedience. It reflects an elemental
aspect of state power — its reliance on force, because ‘those who have the power
of arms have the power to decide whether the constitution shall stand or fall’, as

Aristotle observes. 1! Control thus implies the possession of the means of
coercion that provides the state with not only force, but also enforcement . A
similar understanding of control as a correlate of force and command is evident
in Machiavelli’s Prince . In this book, the word controllo appears wherever
power over principalities is discussed. The term is frequently used to express the
power of subjection exercised by the Prince over men and things, and the need to
keep hold of territory once it has been conquered. Machiavelli stresses that
‘laying a solid foundation is a crucial prerequisite for maintaining power’, and



that only ‘defences that are under your control and based on your own ability are
effective, certain and lasting’. He notes that ‘a sensible man will base his power
on what he controls , not on what others have freedom to choose.’ 12

Control thus involves both taking control, or conquest, and keeping control —
maintaining mastery over territories that have recently been conquered, as

expressed in the phrase tenere in pugno , ‘holding something in one’s fist’, 13
Machiavelli repeatedly laments that Italian princes have lost military control of
their states, recommending a number of aggressive tactics to reassert their
power. In fact, much of what today’s nationalist leaders are concerned with
corresponds with this Machiavellian view of control as command and
domination. They promise to reassert the territorial hold of central government
to keep at bay a nebulous enemy composed of migrants, foreign powers and the
interests of global finance, all accused of interfering with the native community.
This understanding of control as domination is thus closely related to the
Schmittian conception of sovereignty (see Chapter 2 , above); its prime image is
that of a fist imposing its force over a territory.

The association between control and force is also apparent in the work of
Hegel, who similarly addresses top-down control as a key correlate of hierarchy
and domination. In the Philosophy of Right , he argues that ‘ Control [of the
state] is also necessary to diminish the danger of upheavals arising from clashing

interests’. 14 The words used by Hegel in German to express control are Gewalt ,
a term that primarily means violence or force, and Zwang , which means
coercion. This terminology makes it crystal clear that control involves a
relationship of domination backed by the threat of force. Control is bound up
with the manifold mechanisms through which the state asserts a ‘legibility’ over
reality, often making use of practices of ‘simplification’ aimed at reducing

reality to a few controllable factors. ' However, equally important is the
enforceability of power. The moment a tax inspector, an immigration official or
doctor in a hazmat suit knocks at your door, the state ceases to be an abstract or
ideological concept and reveals its coercive underside — the sword that is the
natural accompaniment of the sceptre and the scroll. Political control implies the
‘monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force in the enforcement of its

order’, which Weber famously considered a prerogative of the state. 16 In other
words, control is not just the central logic of sovereignty, but also its demonic
core — the means through which the supremacy of state power is materially
imposed over a population and territory; and it is through such control that
sovereignty is actualised.



Beyond Statophobia

This relationship between control, force and domination raises burning ethical
and political questions that go a long way to explaining why many on the left
have misgivings about the necessity of control. State control has long been
associated with totalitarianism, a system that exercises total control over private
and public life. In one of the most famous passages in Nineteen Eighty-Four ,
George Orwell famously laid out the governing philosophy of the totalitarian
party: ‘Who controls the past controls the future: who controls the present

controls the past.” 17 Many recent progressive social movements have developed
a strong criticism of top-down government control which they see, in Jiirgen

Habermas’s terms, as a colonisation of the life-world by the system. '8 They
have therefore adopted a strong anti-authoritarian discourse questioning the
legitimacy of the state’s top-down intervention.

The coronavirus crisis opened a lengthy debate about the risk posed by
increases in surveillance to combat the pandemic, since the enforcement of
quarantines requires compulsory testing and the use of tracing apps that may
infringe on individual privacy. The increasing scope of state intervention has
been met by many people, not with a recognition of the necessity of control to
ensure protection, but rather with an attitude of rejection bordering on paranoia.
Some people have come to see anti-contagion controls as authoritarian and
illegitimate arms of a ‘health dictatorship’ or ‘medicalisation of society’.
Scepticism towards state control has united people who otherwise seemed to
have very little in common, such as the alt-right and the anti-authoritarian left.

Protest squares in Berlin, Milan, Madrid and other cities witnessed
demonstrations of the so-called no-mask and no-vax movements, bringing
together a highly diverse crowd including far-right groups, conspiracy theorists,
supporters of the Great Barrington Declaration issued by a group of lockdown
sceptics, new-age cultists, and ‘sovereigntyists’ of all forms. Representative of
this weird convergence were the interventions of Giorgio Agamben, who
supported the outlandish notion that the pandemic was a pretext to impose an
authoritarian government. Echoing points made online by no-mask activists,
Agamben suggested it was ‘almost as if with terrorism exhausted as a cause for
exceptional measures, the invention of an epidemic offered the ideal pretext for
scaling them up beyond any limitation’, and proposed that proximity and human

contact had been unduly sacrificed in the name of public health. ™

Current political dilemmas require that this libertarian critique of power,
bordering on statophobia, be overcome. There is no way to address present



challenges without a recovery and democratisation of top-down control. The
socialist left has traditionally pursued the construction of a democratic authority
in the framework of a ‘social republic’ — an authority whose top-down control
would be checked by bottom-up control exerted by the citizenry and workers;
unlike anarchism, it does not demand the elimination of all forms of authority.
The customary definition of socialism is a system of ‘workers’ control over the
means of production’. Socialism saw state ownership of strategic companies and
hence control over economic structures, as the necessary precondition for power,
determining society’s course and guiding it in an equal and just direction.
Furthermore, socialist governments availed themselves of many levers of state
power, such as labour regulation, industrial policy or state ownership of strategic
companies through nationalisation.

While originating in the tragic history of the twentieth century, the equation
of political control with totalitarianism has ended up legitimising familiar
neoliberal nostrums. The anti-authoritarian criticism of power, strongly informed
by the new social movements of the 1970s and 1980s, has ultimately proved to

be a moralistic dead end. 2° This attitude has diverted attention from the need to
chart a project of systemic transformation, deluding activists into believing that
change should come exclusively from the bottom — from new practices of self-
organisation in civil society, and from changes in lifestyle and consumption
patterns. Amid the present crisis of neoliberalism, when evidence is clear of the
nefarious effect of the dismantling of democratic forms of state control, it has
become evident that no real solution to our predicament will result from a
moralistic spurning of power. Any credible attempt to redress the present
political and social crisis will have to proceed from a democratic re-
appropriation and socialist reorientation of all those key state levers that are
essential for controlling and shaping economic reality. To put it another way,
political control should not be condemned, but reclaimed; its coercive underside
should always be borne in mind, but so should the fact that eschewing control
ultimately means renouncing power.

The Ship of State

The second form of control is as direction and decision-making. Government has
been conceived of since its inception as involving an act of control: the control
exercised by a sea captain over a ship on an uncertain sea. The word
‘government’ in fact derives from the Greek kybernetes — a term that originally



referred to the pilot of a ship; the same root that gave us both the Latin
gubernatio and the term cybernetics, used to designate the study of control and
communication. Both terms contain this nautical origin, designating the ability
of steering, piloting and guiding a ship — the most primordial act of control by a
thalassocratic power, such as Ancient Athens. This naval metaphor has informed
our understanding of political leadership as an act of steering. Mao Zedong was
famously known as the ‘Great Helmsman’; in Italy, national-populist leader
Matteo Salvini has earned the nickname ‘the captain’. This trope bespeaks a
view of control as an act of direction, which, unlike the framing of control as
domination, is not concerned with the symbolism of the intimidating fist, but
rather with the idea of charting a course within a space that is often
unpredictable.

This imaginary of statecraft as seafaring, and of the ruler as helmsman, has
been immortalised by the famous scene in Book VI of The Republic , which

originated the phrase ‘ship of state’. 2! On a ship, various characters are fighting
for control. The ship’s owner — probably a reference to the people — is good-
natured and wise, but a little deaf and shortsighted, and is under pressure from a
crew of despondent young sailors who want to take control without having the
necessary ability. The sailors are ‘wrangling with one another for control, each

claiming that it is his right to steer though he has never learned the art’. >* In the
meantime, they drink and feast, depleting the ship’s stores, and endangering its
safety. The third character is the wise captain, who is educated and expert in all
things related to seafaring, such as stargazing and reading the winds, but
struggles to discipline the unruly crew, also because he considers that his clearly
superior knowledge does not need any other form of legitimation, and he is not
anxious to have to seize a power that he thinks belongs to him by right.

In this parable, we encounter a number of figures of great relevance for
contemporary politics. The wise captain is the philosopher-king who, according
to Plato, should rule the state. This character looks very similar to the neoliberal
‘experts’ who were so despised during the Brexit referendum, or the virologists
and epidemiologists who were criticised by proponents of conspiracy theories
during the coronavirus pandemic. The disobedient sailors entreating the ship-
owner are populist politicians, like the Leave team that led Britain into a breakup
with the EU on the basis of false arguments and without having a coherent
implementation plan. And is the drunk ship-owner not a comment on how the
people constituting the electorate often find themselves inebriated and led astray
by false promises? Regardless of the exact roles to be assigned to each character
— Plato experts continue to dispute this among themselves — what matters in this



allegory is that the ship represents the state as a machinery over which a variety
of political forces battle for power.

Plato’s scene has been recapitulated several times in literature and
philosophy. Perhaps the most famous case is Dante’s variation on the same
theme in Canto VI of Purgatorio . There, he describes Italy as a ‘ship without
pilot caught in a raging storm’, lamenting the way in which division and strife

among Italian states has left Italy in thrall to foreign domination. 2> This and
similar representations of lack of control amid major emergencies seem to
resonate with the condition of many polities today. Amid the combined health
and economic shock of the coronavirus emergency, many states seem at risk of
capsizing or foundering and are caught up in battles over political authority
similar to those symbolised on Plato’s ship.

Control has a clear technological dimension, already evident in its
etymology. The ship became a metaphor of statecraft and political control
because it was the first large machine constructed by human beings, dwarfing
any other tool or object developed in ancient times. It might be compared to the
enormous technological machinery that is the state — an ‘artificial body’ or

‘mortal god’, as the latter was famously described by Thomas Hobbes. 2* In light
of this allegory, the state is imagined as a vehicle to be steered in a certain
direction through unified command over a specific apparatus. Politics,
ultimately, is not just an art, but also a technique — one that involves the control
of various tools and apparatuses as well as access to the expertise required to use
them. Government is, in a sense, not that different from a ship. Its ministries,
agencies and administrative branches look like the various components of the
ship: axle, spindle, barrel and rudder.

The technological aspect of control also has important implications for
politics and power. Contra Foucault’s view of power as diffused, political

control is almost invariably centralised. 2> This is largely a function of the
technological structure of power apparatuses, requiring that only one actor is at
the helm at any given moment. Unity of command is in fact the most

fundamental of all managerial principles. 2° There cannot be two steering wheels
on a ship; and equally, there cannot be two governments in the same country in
any normal situation, nor two brothers in power — as Hegel highlights in his

commentary on Cain and Abel. ?’ Similarly, two television remote controls in
the hands of different family members are well known to cause a ruckus. It is
true that, in mixed constitutional systems, power is divided between different
branches (legislative, executive, judiciary) so as to guarantee checks and
balances; but it is unified at any specific point. To return to the metaphor of the



ship: unless the sailors were to agree on some form of coordination, and on a
procedure for establishing who rules, we could imagine the ship moving in a
haphazard way, zigzagging and eventually crashing against the shoals.

Democratic Planning

The nexus between technology, technique and political control raises the
obvious question of technocracy and its relationship with democracy. While the
power of experts clearly predates neoliberalism, the control of technocrats over
public policy has expanded in recent decades, amid the ‘post-democratic’

transformation of Western societies. 28 Populist movements often criticise the
illegitimacy of technocratic power. Indeed, as Michael Young’s dystopian
scenario of the opposition between technocrats and populists in The Rise of

Meritocracy explores, populism is by its nature sceptical of technical power. 2°
This criticism rings particularly true during crises of authority, such as the one
we are currently experiencing, when the loss of legitimacy of traditional parties,
civil society organisations and the press is keenly visible. In this context, to
return to Plato’s metaphor, it is as if many populist leaders doubt whether the
wise captain is really all that wise and raise the question of whether the drunken
ship-owner representing the people is really as inebriated as the philosopher-
expert claims.

These misgivings are not always a result of irrational opposition to
intellectuals or science. They are also a function of the fact that experts, and in
particular economists and journalists close to the neoliberal establishment, have
often proved ‘unwise captains’ in a number of recent instances, from the 2008
economic crisis to the coronavirus crisis, both of which struck an unprepared
political and technocratic class. Reclaiming the political nature of decision-
making — the power of collective political choice rather than consumer choice —
it should be affirmed that no decision, even the apparently more scientific and
technical ones, such as the decisions connected with the 2020 Covid-19 crisis,
the setting of climate-related targets or public investment plans such as the
European Recovery Fund, should ever just be a matter of expertise; they should
always be open to public scrutiny. But this approach, in turn, should not lead
down the path, often taken by popu-list movements, of deriding any expertise, or
to viewing state planning as inherently elitist and anti-democratic.

To reconcile expertise with democracy, it is necessary to adopt an approach
that I describe as ‘democratic planning’. As Chapter 3 explored, planning has



been criticised by neoliberal ideologues as implying a dirigisme suffocating
individual choice and social spontaneity. Yet, with the wisdom of hindsight after
forty years of neoliberal hegemony, we can see that these criticisms were
disingenuous. Neoliberals were opposed to planning in any form, because they
saw in it an effective lever for the state to subject the economy and civil society
to politics. Current emergencies — from coronavirus to climate change — are
leading to a strong comeback in planning. Mandatory planning has been widely
discredited by the failure of the Soviet economy, and by the way in which it was
unresponsive to the needs of consumers. The likes of Hayek and Friedman were
right to see mandatory planning as more inefficient than the market, particularly
when the mass of information required to run the economy exceeds a certain
threshold: the Soviet economy did not survive the computer age. But these
failings should not be taken as an indictment of planning in any form.

Indicative planning was systematically adopted by market-based and mixed
economies, including many Western countries, such as Italy, France and Japan,
until recent decades. Indicative planning involves the setting of targets and the
use of state subsidies, grants and taxation, instead of directive measures such as
quotas. The economic crisis produced by the coronavirus pandemic has already
led states to develop complex national economic plans. Meeting the targets of
the climate transition, such as on the reduction of carbon emissions, will call for
strong indicative planning, making use of subsidies, regulations and huge state
investments to force a rapid change in the economic system. This return of
indicative planning seems to offer the opportunity to reclaim a conception of
politics as a project shaped actively and intentionally by citizens and their
representatives, one which runs counter to the neoliberal cult of market
spontaneity.

It should, however, not be overlooked how centralised planning can lead to
new technocratic and oligarchic distortions and how it can be used to favour the
interests of corporations and vested interests. To avoid these risks, it is essential
that, as proposed by Grace Blakeley, economic planning is wrested from the

hands of economic elites and the state bureaucrats at their service. 3° From local
consultations to various forms of digital democracy and ongoing public debate,
all the available channels should be explored in order to involve the citizenry in
the discussion and evaluation of various possible courses of action. Obviously,
given the technical character of many issues that are involved in economic
planning, decisions can never be completely democratic; nor are citizens capable
of understanding every detail of policy. But more scope for public discussion,
and a more persuasive effort on the part of politicians to explain the motivations



behind any specific plan, can go a long way towards dispelling popular suspicion
of the state and bureaucracy. All major political decisions should be explained in
accessible language, creating a civic literacy on the main questions at stake.
Furthermore, the state technocracy should be democratised. It is neither possible
nor desirable to eliminate technocrats altogether. Some measures can be taken to
bring state technocracy more in line with the priorities of ordinary citizens.
Creating public schools for state technocrats, with scholarships targeted at
students from disadvantaged backgrounds and providing clear channels for entry
into the state administration are some examples of measures that could do much
to overcome the elitist character of state technocracy and its alliance with
economic oligarchies.

Autonomy and Autarchy

The final aspect of state control that needs to be examined is control as
autonomy, a question that is very relevant to some of the urges of the Great
Recoil, and in particular the desire to recover a sense of political individuality
and interiority. Autonomy, literally °‘self-legislation’, has been central to

democratic and republican thought. 3! Autonomy is opposed to heteronomy — the
ability of Others to control the Self, depriving the subject of its independence
and freedom. In a positive sense, it expresses the capacity of communities to
assert a degree of political independence — the ability to decide their course of
action without interference by other states, institutions or private powers. This
faculty is constitutive of any working political community, but has been called
into doubt by the neoliberal emptying out of state authority and the dislocations
produced by globalisation.

The relation between control and autonomy is famously developed in
Aristotle’s discussion of self-sufficiency, expressed in classical Greek by the
word autdrkeia , from which the modern term ‘autarchy’ derives. As Aristotle
notes in his Politics , ‘for the state is not any chance multitude of people but one

self-sufficient for the needs of life’. 32 Self-sufficiency is, for Aristotle, ‘an end
and a chief good’. 33 It is the precondition for the good life of a polity — which,
significantly, he describes as a ‘full and independent life, which in our view

constitutes a happy and noble life’. 34 It is the factor that guarantees a polity its
freedom, the condition for its effective independence, namely its ability to run its
affairs without external meddling.

Aristotle’s discussion of self-sufficiency takes account of economic factors



that have become central to any understanding of political control in our time.
True to the rational empiricism that made him so influential among early
economists, the peripatetic philosopher emphasises that self-sufficiency is
predicated on the ability to produce the goods necessary for the community’s
reproduction, avoiding dependence on other city-states. Thus, ‘self-sufficiency
means having a supply of everything and lacking nothing’. 3> To this end,
Aristotle recommends a diversified economy, providing locally for all the
necessities of life: ‘A multitude of farmers to provide the food, craftsmen,
soldiers, rich people, priests, and people to decide matters of necessity and
benefit’. 3¢ He also prescribes that city-states should limit the number of foreign
merchants residing within them, to prevent their own economic well-being
becoming too dependent on what today we might call international trade. Here,
Aristotle seems unambiguously to take the side of sovereigntyists against
globalists. But some elements of his teaching are valid from a socialist
standpoint, especially in light of the way the pervasive economic
interdependency ushered in by neoliberal globalisation has resulted in political
impotence.

British economist John Maynard Keynes had Aristotle’s discussion of self-
sufficiency in mind when writing his famous essay on national self-sufficiency.

37 Delivered as a lecture at University College Dublin on 19 April 1933, the text
advocated the need to ‘minimize ... economic entanglement among nations’. For
Keynes, there were goods and services, such as ‘[i]deas, knowledge, science,
hospitality [and] travel’ that, by their nature, could not be brought under national
control, though those that could be definitely should: ‘[L]et goods be homespun
whenever it is reasonably and conveniently possible, and, above all, let finance

be primarily national’. 3® He further proposed that the ‘policy of an increased
national self-sufficiency is to be considered, not as an ideal in itself, but as
directed to the creation of an environment in which other ideals can be safely

and conveniently pursued’. 3° Thereby, economic self-sufficiency — only ever to
be approximated in practice — would provide an ideal pathway for what Keynes
described as ‘our own favourite experiments towards the ideal social republic of
the future’. In other words, the advantage of self-sufficiency lay in the fact that it
would confer upon governments political control over their economy, allowing
them to pursue policies deemed beneficial for their communities; if necessary at
the cost of subordinating economic convenience to social priorities.

If the notion of self-sufficiency, with its uncanny implications of autarchic
isolation, is worthy of discussion in the present conjuncture, it is because of the
nefarious economic and social effects engendered by its polar opposite: the cult



of openness preached by neoliberals. The exigencies of the so-called
international division of labour — goods often being produced using components
assembled in faraway countries — generate a system of global production and
distribution that is the opposite of national self-sufficiency. Furthermore, global
finance and the reliance of states on international investors to purchase their debt
have eroded the effective economic independence of nations. When, for
example, in order to stave off a sovereign debt crisis, contemporary Greece was
forced to sign agreements with the Troika composed of the ECB, the IMF and
the Eurogroup, the government in Athens was obliged to sell a number of key
public assets. These included airports and railways, most of which were then
acquired by German companies. What would Aristotle have thought of that?

Osmotic Insulation

The key thesis running from Aristotle to Keynes is that self-sufficiency requires
some form of isolation, or insulation, from the world. As these terms suggest, the
narrative of political autonomy frames the space of control as an island, partly
separate from the rest of the world. To invert John Donne’s famous assertion that
‘no man is an island’, used frequently by British Remainers to argue that ‘no
country is an island’, it might in fact be said that, in some sense, all countries are
islands. The nature of the nation as a discrete unit of social organisation with its
own customs, language, currency, and so on, engenders a partial separation from
the rest of the world. During the social-democratic era, this was compounded by
all sorts of economic barriers with strong insulation effects: capital controls
preventing capital flight; border and customs controls stemming the flow of
goods and people; export and import tariffs attenuating the pressure of global
trade on local industries. For Keynes, the need for such barriers, which besides
being levers of control are also means of protection, becomes more important
given the way in which technologies of transportation and communication have
eroded the ‘isolation effect’ that was previously inherent in geographic distance.
In other words, a condition of interconnectedness — which defines our social
experience far more than it did in Keynes’s day — calls not for indiscriminate
openness, but for selective openness and closure.

This emphasis on the need for boundaries as a condition for control is well
represented in the context of systems theory — for example, in the work of Niklas

Luhman and Stafford Beer. ° In the theory of thermodynamics, which provides
the foundation for systems theory, a system is separated from the rest of the



world, described as ‘the surroundings’, by the presence of a boundary. It is
through boundaries that systems establish their perimeter of activity, and
therefore the field or domain that is under their control.

The systemic necessity of boundaries raises evident ethical issues, given the
association of borders with the politics of migration. Borders have been rightly
denounced as having caused the deaths of tens of thousands of migrants
attempting to cross the Mediterranean Sea and the border between the United
States and Mexico. Even at the height of neoliberal globalisation — belying its
gospel of openness and the erasure of all barriers — there was, if anything, an
intensification of border controls and anti-migration barriers of all sorts. One
should avoid falling into the contrarian trap represented by Régis Debray’s
‘eulogy for borders’ or Angela Nagle’s argument that closed borders can favour

the working class. ' As argued in Chapter 2 , the severe policing of borders
strongly supported by the right is implicated in the defence of inequality at the
global level. However, the moral condemnation of borders often articulated by
activists — a feature, for example, of the ‘no borders’ discourse adopted in
campaigns against migration controls — leads to an equally untenable political
position. The complete elimination of borders, by any definition, would mean
the relinquishing of sovereignty over not only migration, but also trade, finance,
environmental regulation and taxation.

Rather than placing extreme scenarios in opposition — a world of entrenched
borders against one with no borders at all — we should approach the question of
borders from a perspective of political realism. As systems theorists have
observed, borders are not only barriers, but also crossing points and thresholds.
They are best pictured as osmotic membranes — the means through which
systems exchange work or energy. Completely closed systems are very rare. Not
even North Korea, in spite of its moniker as the ‘hermit state’, is really autarchic;
in fact, it survives because of strong support from China. In many circumstances,
systems, from biology to telecommunications, actively foster inputs and outputs,
since they are fundamental for their very survival. Thus, rather than implying
closure, the bounded nature of all systems should be understood as a modulation
of flows, of inputs and outputs, towards the aim of maintaining a state of
approximate equilibrium.

From the perspective of complex systems theory, neither globalism nor
sovereigntyism are tenable in reality. The radically open systems wished for by
globalists would rapidly expire, dissolving into the surrounding environment, as
their extreme porosity would not allow them any measure of self-regulation.
Equally, however, the closed autarchic systems dreamed of by fanatical



sovereigntyists would be consigned to ‘heat death’ according to thermodynamic
theory. Thus, rather than embracing the absolutist narratives of globalism or
sovereigntyism, what is really at stake amid the Great Recoil is the question of
what limited degree of self-sufficiency and autonomy nation-states should
realistically pursue in order to achieve some degree of ‘buoyancy’ -
‘homeostatic equilibrium’, to use a cybernetic metaphor — in a world marked by
strong interconnectedness. The question, in other words, is not whether to be ‘in’
or ‘out’ of globalisation, but how to navigate global space without the ship of
state being overwhelmed by internal or external pressures; how to establish
controls and forms of economic friction that can moderate the speed of global
flows and make openness, which many find desirable, sustainable: for example,
through moderate tariffs and non-tariff measures, or by imposing a tax on
transactions such as the Tobin tax. If, as Zygmunt Bauman puts it, contemporary
capitalism is marked by an escapist impulse, governments should aim not to
make such escape altogether impossible, which would not be realistic, but rather
as slow and arduous as possible.

Taking Democratic Control

As we have seen in the course of this chapter, control is the elementary logic of
statecraft, and denotes a number of operations through which sovereign power is
practically enacted. Throughout history, the notion of control has served to
express a number of key capacities of statecraft: to assert command over a
population and a territory; to chart a direction out of the chaotic flow of worldly
events; to achieve a degree of autonomy for political communities from
surrounding reality. Despite widespread anti-authoritarian reservations about
power, the political dilemmas we now confront call for the rehabilitation of
political control, and more specifically, for the construction of democratic forms
of control that can reconcile respect for personal freedom and democracy with
the hierarchical and coercive nature of state authority.

Demands for control have become so resonant today precisely because
people feel that political control — something previously taken for granted — has
been lost. The drive towards externalisation embodied by neoliberal
globalisation has left us exposed to the action of forces that are beyond our
individual and collective field of intervention. Governments appear in the guise
of ships unable to chart a meaningful course in the tempestuous seas of the
global economy. In this context, the demands for a restoration of control reflect



all-too-real challenges. They respond to a condition of agoraphobia that, as we
have seen, has become the dominant social anxiety of late neoliberalism, and to
the legitimate desire for a return to order and stability amid a world caught in
chaos.

The obvious risk of a politics of control is that of pushing things to the other
extreme — moving away from agoraphobia only to fall prey to claustrophobia, or
worse, adopting an obsessive view in which everything has to be made subject to
control. Control mania is the opposite, but in a way also the complement, of
anxiety about loss of control; they are two extremes that mirror each other,
signalling the difficulty of achieving a workable equilibrium. Much of
contemporary sovereigntyism contains an element of control mania. It peddles
the dream of sealed systems impermeable to the world, unaware of the fact that
complete closure is never possible, since all systems rely on communication with
the outside. To go back to Machiavelli’s metaphor of the flood, the control
maniac is someone who toys with the dream of constructing a dam so high that
the flow of water will be completely stemmed, rather than being more
realistically guided by some lateral canals.

Control mania surfaces in numerous conspiracy theories that have a singular
currency today. They can be seen as the cognitive response of those who feel
without control in a world that seems as if it is constantly slipping out of their
grasp. In a way, conspiracy theories could be read as a surrogate for class-
struggle theory, but with an element of moral myth — a battle between Good and
Evil that pits ordinary men willing to see the truth against apparently almighty
elites constantly bent on thwarting their actions. Whether their protagonists are
David Icke’s reptilians, the Illuminati, or the obscure elites of the Pizzagate
conspiracy and the QAnon insurgency, at their core these narratives portray an
extremely powerful cabal pulling the strings of political reality. This perception
of the almighty power of the elites is in fact no more than a reflection of the
powerlessness of those who subscribe to conspiracy theories. Obviously, no such
overwhelmingly powerful cabal exists; but the fantasy that it does paradoxically
provides some hope of redemption. The fact that control is in fact being
exercised by someone reassures believers that it might ultimately be reclaimed
by the powerless, and that social problems that now appear intractable may
finally be addressed.

For control mania, with its consequence of a paranoid style of politics, the
necessary corrective is effective democratic control. Democratic control would
acknowledge that power and control are not absolute, but always depend on the
balance of forces between various actors, both internationally and within each



country. It proceeds from the idea that authority should not be eliminated, but
democratised. Further, it understands control not as the assertion of absolute
domination over a territory viewed as completely insulated from the outside, but
rather as the charting of a course within an environment that is always uncertain
and, like a stormy sea, requires some effort of adaptation. Finally, the
qualification ‘democratic’ denotes the fact that if we are serious about ‘taking
back control’, this can only be the product of active popular participation. The
many decisions that were externalised to experts, lobbyists and career politicians
must be ‘re-internalised’, brought back under public scrutiny. Only by
reconceiving the mechanisms of articulation by which popular sovereignty
exerts an influence on the state — whether in the realm of freedom of speech, the
management of elections, popular protest, or autonomy in the workplace, home
and neighbourhood — can we hope to overcome our sense of impotence and
defeat the entrenched power of those who would rather leave us with no control
at all.



6

The New Social Blocs

Having explored endopolitics in the Great Recoil and the triad of sovereignty,
protection and control at its heart, it is now time to map the support base of
various political actors competing for post-neoliberal hegemony and to
determine how different social groups and class interests are aligned in this new
scenario. Class is a very contentious topic in contemporary debates, an yet
unavoidable category in illuminating current political cleavages. During the
neoliberal era many contended that class had become less relevant in guiding
political and electoral behaviour. ! The rise of populist movements on the right
and the left during the 2010s has only amplified these beliefs. Populism, it is
argued by Peter Mair, appeals to a mass of atomised individuals, rather than to

members of socioeconomic classes. 2 Similarly, Ernesto Laclau and Chantal
Mouffe have often presented populism as an alternative to class politics. This
view of populism as disconnected from class has generated the false impression
that emerging movements on the left and the right are a ‘catch-all’ phenomena
with no class bias whatsoever. Strategically, this leads to a difficulty in
identifying the sectors of the electorate that are most likely to respond positively
to socialist appeals.

It is true that class is not the only factor guiding electoral behaviour and that
it is important to account for other socio-demographic trends. Scholars have
highlighted the importance of a number of variables, including age, gender,
ethnicity, cultural views and geographic location. Keir Milburn has spoken of a



‘Generation Left’ because of the disproportionate support given by millennials to

Jeremy Corbyn and Bernie Sanders, while their elders turned to the right. 3
Others have emphasised instead the return of an urban—rural cleavage, and the
importance of regional disparities in fuelling the populist explosion. Another line
of interpretation has stressed the importance of the gulf between progressives

and conservatives in terms of cultural values. 4 Finally, the role of ethnicity and
gender has been widely debated in reference to the socio-demographic divide
between Democrats and Republicans in the US, though the resistance of women
and minorities to nationalist appeals has often been overestimated.

While a rounded understanding of political alignments needs to take into
account all these factors, class continues to be central to an understanding of
contemporary social blocs. The rise of populist movements and growing political
polarisation are ultimately strongly interwoven with social discontent and class
conflict in an era marked by deep economic crisis and widening inequality.
Indeed, as we have argued, populism has a clear structural dimension, which
reflects growing social inequality under late neoliberalism, and the attempt of
both the nationalist right and socialist left to appeal to sections of society gripped
by fear of poverty and exclusion. This implicit class dimension of populism has
been particularly noted in reference to the populist right and the way it has
appealed to so-called ‘left behind’ workers.

Alarms about the flight of the working-class vote towards right-wing
populism have been sounded since the 1980s and 1990s. But they have only
intensified since the 2008 crisis, amid evidence of growing right-wing
penetration in working-class constituencies traditionally loyal to the left. Trump
even came to the point of presenting himself as the leader of a “workers’ party’,
and in 2018, White House adviser Anthony Scaramucci affirmed that Trump was
a ‘blue-collar president’. Similarly, in Italy, Matteo Salvini has claimed Lega as
the true inheritor of the legacy of the Italian Communist Party and its leader
Enrico Berlinguer. The posturing of the nationalist right as the ‘workers’ party’
is evidently disingenuous. While enlisting growing support from the working
class, the right continues to lean heavily on the sectors of the bourgeoisie
traditionally loyal to the right, an ‘old middle class’ including entrepreneurs,
foremen, technicians and business owners. In 2016, Trump voters’ mean income
was higher than that of Clinton’s voters, and well above the national average,

and this class bias was even more marked in 2020. > Similarly, it is not true that
these days the left only represents the urban middle class as right-wing
ideologues claim. In recent years it has earned growing support among the
service precariat which experiences some of the most brutal conditions of



exploitation. Thus, rather than reasoning in the simplistic terms of a complete
identity between a specific class and a political force, we should explore the
social blocs or class alliances supporting the left, right and centre and the way
they group together different ‘class fractions’ within larger classes. °

The right’s social bloc allies two constituencies: the old middle class and the
old working class; insecure manufacturing workers and the middle stratum of
technicians, supervisors and business owners. A significant proportion of these
people live in peri-urban and ex-urban areas, heavily dependent on industry and
logistics as a result of policies of internal ‘de-localisation’. The left’s new social
bloc comprises not only the new middle class of government, culture and
knowledge professionals, but also sections of the new working class or ‘service
precariat’ consisting of shelf-fillers, cashiers, cleaners, drivers, delivery riders,
and so on. This cohort, which unlike manufacturing workers is mostly
concentrated in big and medium cities, has been growing steadily in recent years,
and is affected by low pay and precarious working conditions. The neoliberal
centre retains control over the upper strata of managers, wealthy pensioners and
secure fractions of the other classes worried about political instability and the
danger of opposed populisms. ’

The nature of these conflicting social blocs (see Figure 6.1 ) can better
illuminate the alternative politics of protection and control offered by the
socialist left and nationalist right. The constituencies they represent are
concerned about different kinds of exposure and agoraphobia: blue-collar
workers about international competition; service workers about precarious
employment; shopkeepers about digital companies encroaching on their market;
and the middle class about the devaluation of skills and the threat of automation.
Hence, they are calling for quite different forms of protection: protection of
property and status on the right; protection of jobs and public services on the
left. In this scenario the strategic goal for the left is to overcome its overreliance
on the educated middle class concentrated in large cities, prioritising efforts
aimed at constructing alliances with workers in the hinterland. Furthermore, it
needs to drive a wedge between the contradictory class interests represented by
the prospectus of the populist right, exposing the fact that, behind its workerist
proclamations, it conceals an agenda heavily skewed towards the interests of the
capitalist class.

Figure 6.1 Social blocs in the Great Recaoll
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The class alliances supporting the socialist left and nationalist right draw from diverging fractions
of the working class and middle class, with the neoliberal centre still enjoying the support of
financial and tech elites and the upper stratum of the middle class.

The Populist Worker

Throughout the twentieth century, the industrial working class acted as the base
of support for the left, as predicted by Marxist theory. Industrial workers
constituted over 50 per cent of the electorate for left-wing parties across Western

Europe, besides providing the bulk of socialist and communist party members. &
This is why the twenty-first-century spectacle of industrial workers turning their
backs on the left and moving in large numbers to the right — not only in the US
rust belt and the industrial regions of the English Midlands, but in Picardy and
Nord-Pas-de-Calais in France, and the old Industrial Triangle in northern Italy —
is such a deeply disquieting phenomenon. But the narrative according to which
the working class has now moved as a bloc to the populist right is clouded by a
number of misunderstandings about the nature of the contemporary working
class and its history of electoral behaviour.

Survey data provides a good starting point to explore the shift of the

working-class electorate towards the nationalist right. ® In their book on national-
populism, Roger Eatwell and Matthew Goodwin argue that 60 per cent of
working-class people and 70 per cent of working-class pensioners voted for

Brexit. 19 In Italy, electoral studies registered significant workers’ support for
Lega. One quarter of production workers voted for Lega in the 2018 elections,

and this share grew to 53 per cent in 2019. ' Among the occupations most likely
to vote for Lega feature cooks, crop farm labourers, manufacturing labourers,

freight handlers, and domestic helpers and cleaners. '* In the United States, one
marker of Donald Trump’s ability to increase his share of the working-class vote
was the fact that 43 per cent of union households voted for him in the 2016

presidential elections — 3 per cent more than for Romney in 2012. 13 In the
United States, the occupational categories most supportive of Trump’s campaign
in 2016 and 2020 included typical working-class manual occupations: welders,
cutters, machine operators, heavy-goods vehicle and tractor-trailer drivers,

cooks, and industrial machinery mechanics. ' In 2020, Biden managed to win
back some of this working-class vote, as seen in his strong performance among
less-educated workers. Similarly, in France, the electoral growth of Marine Le
Pen’s Front National has been premised on her ability to penetrate the working-



class electorate; 39 per cent of workers voted for her in the first round of the
2017 presidential election, and her support ballooned in the second round, when
60 per cent of voters in this occupational category preferred her over Macron.

This evidence of working-class support for the right is alarming. But it needs
to be approached with some sense of perspective: it is not an altogether new
phenomenon that a section of the working class should vote for the right. Even
in the golden era of Fordist industrialism, when the working class voted for the
left in large majorities, there always existed a right-wing portion of the working-
class vote: the so-called ‘working-class Tories’ in the UK; ‘Reagan Democrats’
in the United States; and the industrial workers voting for Christian Democracy
in Italy, in regions like Veneto and Lombardy. Rather than being pioneers in
securing working-class votes for the right, as some sensationalist representations
would lead us to believe, the nationalist right has significantly expanded a trend
that already existed. The emergence in the 1960s and 1970s of the so-called
‘New Right’ — the ideological and political ancestor of today’s ‘populist right’ —
relied on appealing to sectors of the working class disgruntled with the left, and
exploiting the suspicion of some workers towards the causes of sexual and
cultural emancipation that new social movements had embraced.

The textbook case of the right’s conversion to a strategy of cultivating a
working-class support base is offered by France’s Front National. During the
1980s and 1990s, the party progressively abandoned some of their more elitist
and quasi-fascist positions to adopt what Piketty has described as a ‘social

nativism’, '® denouncing poverty, low wages and cuts to public services while
blaming immigrants and minorities for all of these ills, as we shall see in the next
chapter. As Piketty argues, workers have become increasingly suspicious of a
centre-left that has been complicit in policies of global economic integration and
that seems to have little to offer to workers in terms of protection from

international competition. !7 Furthermore, they have not found an alternative
channel of representation for these issues within the radical left — which,
especially before its populist mainstreaming in the 2010s, was focused on the
grievances of the urban middle classes. If the working class is disaffected with
the left, this does not mean that it has enthusiastically embraced the nationalist
right, as seen in its high levels of abstention. Furthermore, the left has been
making gains in emerging sectors of the working class, and in particular the
service precariat, the occupational sector with the worst pay and working
conditions.
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Divergences in electoral behaviour within the working class map onto the key
division between manufacturing and service. The manufacturing working class,
often located in peripheral areas is increasingly siding with the right, while the
‘service precariat’ concentrated in large and medium-sized cities, is more
inclined to vote for the left — which in recent years has focused its attention on
the struggles of precarious workers at the very bottom of the social scale. To
appreciate this divide it is necessary to reflect on how the working class,
generally defined by manual rather than intellectual labour, has changed in
recent decades. The industrial worker in blue overalls armed with a spanner in a
large manufacturing plant was always a questionable metonymy: the use of one
section of the working class to stand for the whole. The working class has
traditionally encompassed a greater variety of manual occupations, including
many outside the factory plant: porters, builders, truck and bus drivers, and so
on. Only at the peak of the industrial era did manufacturing workers represent a
majority of the working class. Their share of the overall workforce and of
working-class occupations has declined significantly in recent decades. In the
UK, manufacturing now accounts for around 10 per cent of the workforce, from

a peak of around 30 per cent at the height of the industrial era. '® At the same
time, there has been rapid growth in the non-manufacturing working class. There
are now far more manual workers in service occupations, defined as ‘service and
sales workers’ in the International Labour Organization’s International Standard
Classification of Occupations (coded as ISCO 5) than there are industrial
workers, defined as ‘craft and related trades workers’ (ISCO 7). Significantly,
the most common occupation these days is sales assistant, rather than factory
worker — a reflection of a consumerist society in which distribution and
consumption have become more important in terms of value-generation than
production.

This burgeoning new ‘service precariat’ tends to the consumption needs of
the middle class. It is made up of cleaners tidying up the offices where
professionals, technicians and managers work; waiters serving them coffee to
maintain their focus on intense cognitive tasks; sales assistants tending to their
often extravagant consumption habits; Amazon shelf-fillers handling their
parcels; call centre workers dealing with their product returns or complaints; and
riders performing meal deliveries to a creative class, apparently too busy with
their professions to find time to cook, wash their dishes or do their laundry. This
is also the class fraction that encompasses the workers who have come to be
celebrated during the pandemic, such as carers and domestic cleaners; people



who, while being described as ‘essential workers’, have to make do with very
low wages that barely guarantee their day-to-day survival. This service precariat
is the class depicted in Ken Loach’s 2019 film Sorry We Missed You . Its two
main characters are Ricky, working in the delivery sector, and his wife Abbie,
who works as a home care nurse. In the film, the couple is driven to a nervous
breakdown by a combination of work stress and family disarray.

This condition of precariousness and exhaustion is far from being just a
matter of fiction. In fact, the service precariat is the most exploited and wronged
category of all — one that, in terms of both wages and working conditions, lies
near the very bottom of the social pyramid. This is why ISCO 5 occupations are
often used as a baseline against which to measure the salaries and conditions of
other categories of workers. The service precariat also tends to be poorly
unionised compared with manufacturing workers, and to have weak rates of
participation in elections compared to other classes. It is both the most
underprivileged and most socially invisible of all class fractions, except for the
underclass living off the informal economy.

This service precariat also differs from the industrial proletariat in terms of
gender and race. While the manufacturing working class tends to be male, white
and older on average than the service precariat, the latter is generally more
multicultural, and has a strong female component. In fact, many service-
proletariat jobs, such as nursing and other care-oriented occupations, are referred
to as ‘pink-collar’ jobs, because they were traditionally associated with unpaid
work conducted by women at home — such as cooking, washing and tending to
the needs of the ill and the old — tasks that have been progressively integrated
into the capitalist market. Furthermore, especially in large cities, service workers
tend to form a highly multicultural workforce that includes a large number of
immigrants and ethnic minorities. This is why people who belong to this class
are often counted in the US under the category of ‘minority vote’ — as if their
political preferences were governed by the colour of their skin rather than by
their economic position.

The hardship experienced by the service precariat goes a long way to
explaining why, in recent years, this category has become a focus of attention for
left activists. The most notable union-organising drives in Europe and the United
States in recent years have focused precisely on this fraction of the working
class, as seen in the Justice for Janitors/Cleaners mobilisations and the successful
US Fight for 15 campaign on behalf of fast-food workers. Furthermore, the
plight of workers in the ‘gig economy’, such as Deliveroo riders, Uber drivers,
Instacart shoppers and Amazon warehouse workers has been matched by the



creation of new organisations and campaigns. While largely un-unionised,
Amazon was forced to raise its US wage to $15 per hour, in response to an
increasingly militant rank-and-file and labour shortages resulting from
coronavirus-related peaks in demand and unsanitary working conditions at

Amazon warehouses, and Whole Foods supermarkets. 19
The portion of the service precariat that does vote is more favourable to the

left than the equivalent share of the blue-collar proletariat. 2° In fact, service
workers are increasingly seen by the left as a strategic electorate that may help
compensate for its haemorrhaging of blue-collar votes. During the 2020
Democratic primary, Bernie Sanders often addressed the plight of service
workers. One of the few successes of his second run at the party’s nomination
was winning the votes of Las Vegas workers employed in casinos and hotels. In
the 2017 and 2019 UK elections, service workers were considerably more likely
to vote for the Labour Party than blue-collar workers, both in urban and non-

urban areas. 2! Similarly, Italy’s Five Star Movement achieved a strong showing
among waiters and shop assistants and has introduced measures to limit

precariousness in the service sector. 22 It is true that attempts to boost the
electoral turnout of this group have so far had limited success, reflecting the
profound disempowerment experienced by workers, especially among the young
and more precarious. Nonetheless, the rise in service-class support is a reason for
hope in relation to the strategy of broadening the left’s working-class base.

The Ruralisation of Manufacturing

When people think about industry and manufacturing, they probably picture the
factories and smokestacks of early industrial cities such as Manchester, Paris,
Chicago and Turin. These days, however, this image is anachronistic as a
consequence of a long-standing process of ‘ruralisation in manufacturing’, the
relocation of production plants from large cities to the hinterland that has
profoundly transformed the identity of blue-collar workers. Beginning in the
1950s — though in the United States the process began at the time of Franklin
Roosevelt’s New Deal — companies started to decentralise production, moving
their factories to medium-sized and small cities, profiting from better
communication and transportation, as well as the lower wages and land costs of
the exurbs. 23 This internal dynamic of de-localisation has only accelerated under
neoliberalism, paralleling and complementing practices of offshoring, in a
desperate search for a cheaper, more docile workforce.



As a consequence, many industrial workers live today in mediumsized and
small population centres that are often far more dependent on manufacturing
than larger urban centres, as political scientist Jonathan A. Rodden argues in

Why Cities Lose . >* In Europe, one is more likely to find blue-collar workers in
places like Wolfsburg in Germany (100,000 inhabitants) or Sassuolo near
Bergamo (40,000) than in larger cities like Milan, Bologna, Frankfurt and
Munich. In the United States, places like Moraine in Ohio (6,400), the site of a
glass factory recently acquired by Chinese firm Fuyao — as featured in the

documentary American Factory %° — and the small towns of North Dakota at the
centre of the shale oil boom of the 2010s are more representative of today’s
industrial working-class settings than the old industrial centres, such as
Pittsburgh, Chicago, Buffalo and New York. Similarly, in the UK, blue-collar
workers make up a far larger share of the workforce in places like Boston —
nicknamed ‘Brexit-town’ because of its record support for ‘Leave’ — and
Hullavington in Wiltshire, the site of the main Dyson vacuum cleaner factory,
than in London, Manchester, Liverpool or Edinburgh, the hotspots of the first
industrial revolution. Besides hosting the majority of manufacturing workers,
these areas depend heavily on manufacturing for their income. Whereas in the
US, in metropolitan counties only 25 per cent of income derives from
manufacturing and 75 per cent from services, in non-metropolitan areas, the ratio
is 50:50. 26

Interestingly, nationalist-right electoral campaigning has often touched upon
industrial towns. During the 2016 and 2020 US presidential campaigns, Trump
visited many small towns in the Midwest. His first speech after the 2016 election
was at a refrigerator factory in Huntington, Indiana (population: 17,000), where
he promised manufacturing jobs would return. One of Marine Le Pen’s media
stunts during the 2017 French presidential campaign was to give a speech in
front of the Alteo factory in Gardanne (20,000) in southern France, and the
Whirlpool factory in Amiens (100,000) in northern France, which was
threatened by de-localisation — though Le Pen lost the local election race. Matteo
Salvini regularly tours smalltown Italy, hitting places like Fermo (37,000) in the
Marche region, a town specialising in shoe production, and Legnago (25,000) in
Veneto, a centre for the production of air-conditioning equipment, boilers and
radiators; often he wore a customised sweatshirt bearing the name of the town
concerned. For his part, Brexiter Nigel Farage has been photographed drinking
pints of beer in towns like Seaham (20,000) and Hartlepool (92,000) — home,
respectively, to a Huntsman titianium dioxide plant and a Tata steel factory.

Not only has the industrial working class become more geographically



dispersed; its occupational experience bears only a slight resemblance to that of
the mass worker of the Fordist era. Today, it is a smaller and more specialised
workforce than it was fifty years ago. Contemporary factory workers are often
highly skilled technicians rather than unskilled workers engaged in physically
demanding work. Finally, they are far less unionised and politicised than they
were in the past. In the US, union membership has fallen from 30 per cent to 12
per cent of the working population between 1960 and 2010 and many countries
have experienced a similar trend. In the sprawling industrial zones of Western
Europe and the US, the industrial plant is not part of a broader social and
political assemblage, as it was at the height of the Fordist era, but just the
location of a job like any other. Often working in smaller firms that are
integrated into complex supply chains, in which they rub shoulders with their
boss and feel under constant threat of being laid off, workers are not ideally
positioned to develop a strong class consciousness. This identity vacuum is ripe
for exploitation by nativist appeals from the right. 2’

The exposure of manufacturing in the West to Asian competition explains
the sympathy of many industrial workers for protectionist demands voiced by
right-wing leaders like Trump, who promised to bring back jobs shipped
overseas and punish unfair Chinese and other foreign competition. The case is
quite different for the service industry. Service is not as exposed to international
competition as the manufacturing sector; most jobs in food, retail and services
have a strong relational and physical component, which means they cannot be
easily offshored or automated. The real challenge they face instead is the
downward pressure on wages, which is very strong in the service sector because
there is less room for productivity gains, and because of the risk that, if the costs

of services rise too high, customers may dispense with them altogether. 28
Despite the rather different circumstances of blue-collar and pink-collar workers,
what they share is a painful perception of a decline in their living conditions and
future prospects. To win the hearts and minds of this disgruntled working class,
the left must take heed of its demand for protection and an economy more
anchored to the needs, and under the control of local communities.

Middle-Class Fragility

Donald Trump may claim to have been a workers’ president, but the middle
class were the group that voted for him in the highest numbers in 2016 and 2020,
and his tax cuts favoured rentiers. Marine Le Pen may well have lured workers



in the rust belt of Picardy and Nord-Pas-de-Calais, but her core support comes
from wealthy voters in Provence and Cote d’Azur, where Rassemblement
National has several mayors. Finally, fans of Matteo Salvini are to be found as
much on the factory floor as among professional technicians and on company
boards, where his flat-tax policy is wildly popular. Significantly, the most
representative figure in Salvini’s electoral base is not the factory worker but the
accountant. 2% Similarly, to understand the social composition of the left’s
electorate, we cannot stop with the service precariat; we need to appreciate the
enthusiastic support left parties have secured among the new middle class of
social and intellectual workers. Having discussed working-class electoral
behaviour it is now time to turn to the middle class.

According to the OECD, in the West, 61 per cent of citizens declare they

belong to the middle class. 3° This contains an element of aspirational projection,
meaning that the real figure is probably closer to 50 per cent. In any case the
middle class is electorally decisive — especially given its higher-than-average
rate of electoral participation. The middle class has traditionally been seen as
adhering to moderate positions, and in the post-war period it was hoped its
presence would act as an antidote against social strife and left radicalism, but
also against the reactionary right. During the neoliberal era, it was the most
courted of all sections of the electorate. Entrepreneurs and capitalist evangelists
would wax lyrical about the middle-class contribution to the economy. It is the
middle class that most fervently espoused the neoliberal gospel of careerism and
possessive individualism, providing a consumer pool for an ever-growing gamut
of global products. But large sections of the middle class in Western countries
now feel betrayed, life-long toil having secured a modest retirement for its older
members, while its active adults are struggling and its younger members are in
despair about their likely downward social mobility in the future.

It is true that, during the crisis of the 2010s, not only the super-wealthy and
financial elites that Joseph Stiglitz and Occupy Wall Street together
characterised as ‘the 1 per cent’ but also the upper middle class — what Richard
Reeves, in his book Dream Hoarders , describes as the 20 per cent — saw their

incomes and wealth rise. 3! This upper middle class is incidentally also the
stratum most enthusiastically supporting the neoliberal centre, whose social bloc
includes relatively well-to-do fractions of other classes who still favour the
pursuit of neoliberal policies. Nonetheless, the remaining members of the middle
class in the West, what we could refer to as the ‘middling class’ due to the
precarity of their position, are facing the prospect of proletarianisation, or
déclassement — being progressively stripped of the traditional tokens of middle-



class status, such as home ownership, savings and a good salary following a

good education. 32 Indeed, the question of the crisis of the middle class was
openly discussed at the 2018 and 2019 Davos meeting, while the OECD has
dedicated several reports to the new pressures to which the middle class is now
subjected.

This ‘middling class’, those fractions of the middle class that do not belong
to the 20 per cent of the well-to-do, is now gripped with a profound status
anxiety. It is becoming ever more difficult to maintain middle-class membership.
As reported by the OECD, ‘Since the baby boomers generation, each new

generation has seen its chances of belonging to the middle-income class fall.” 33
This fragility constitutes a more general character of middle-class experience
that extends beyond periods of economic crisis. As Nicos Poulantzas notes, for a
class in the middle, both upward and downward social mobility are possible,
engendering fears about loss of position at least as much as desire of upward

mobility. 34 Particularly exposed are small entrepreneurs and shopkeepers.
Because of its access to credit and market revenues, the petty bourgeoisie is, on
average, richer than the working class; but it is also more exposed to the vagaries
of the market and to the risk of bankruptcy during economic downturns. During
the 2010s Great Recession, the ‘grand bourgeoisie’ devoured the petty
bourgeoisie and precarised the new middle class both increasingly thrown into
the precariat, subject to uncertain incomes and welfare dependency. In the
aftermath of the coronavirus crisis, the threat of proletarianisation is even more
severe, in particular for shopkeepers and restaurant owners, whose
establishments were forced to close for many months, and whose market has
been eaten up by Amazon and other digital platforms.

This crisis of the middle class is a worrying sign for society’s stability. As
Joseph Schumpeter noted, the middle class comprises ‘protective strata’, which

act as a sort of social ballast to absorb shocks. 3> According to Schumpeter, these
strata are always under threat, since the profiteering drive of capitalism pushes
towards ‘the crumbling of the protecting walls’. In so doing, however, capitalism
ultimately undermines the social fabric that guarantees society’s own
reproduction, and hence also the long-term viability of a profit-driven economy.

36 The way in which neoliberal policies of privatisation and austerity eroded
public services, including health and education — key social support structures —
and the manner in which digital companies have eaten up many small businesses
are examples of this ultimately self-destructive drive of capitalism. It is no
surprise then that under such circumstances, middle-class strata usually
suspicious of government intervention are now also demanding state protection.



Managers versus Designers

‘Middle class’ is, if anything, an even more problematic umbrella term than
‘working class’. It encompasses a great variety of professional figures, working
conditions and levels of income and wealth, making it difficult to speak of it as a
coherent electoral group. Despite this complexity it is possible to divide the
middle class along one dominant cleavage — namely, between the new and old
petty bourgeoisies described by Poulantzas; or the ‘old middle class’ and ‘new

middle class’ discussed by Hanspeter Kriesi and Daniel Oesch. 3’ Following
Kriesi’s categorisation, the old middle class comprises managers, technicians,
and office workers. To this we can add employers and small business owners
who share similar patterns of electoral behaviour. Conversely, the new middle

class comprises socio-cultural professionals and skilled service workers. 38
While these two sections — old middle class and new middle class — share a
nominal ‘middle-class’ status, they are in certain respects further apart in living
conditions, expectations and values than the industrial proletariat and the service
working class are. Furthermore, they tend to exhibit divergent electoral
behaviour: the old middle class typically votes for the right or the centre
(especially managers and some small business owners), while the new middle
class tends to vote for the left. 3°

This divergence in political preference is expressed by Thomas Piketty in
Capital and Ideology by opposing a ‘Brahmin left’ and a ‘Merchant right’: the
first is supported by the class of highly educated administrators and intellectuals,
the second by the commercial class of financial managers and business owners:
‘The Brahmin left values scholastic success, intellectual work, and the
acquisition of diplomas and knowledge; the merchant right emphasizes

professional motivation, a flair for business, and negotiating skills.” 4° This close
association of the left with the intelligentsia points to a reversal in educational
alignments. The left now appeals to the more educated sections of the
population, rather than to the uneducated masses of the traditional industrial
working-class, who had only their labour-power to sell. This shift is a worrying
indication of the left’s embourgeoisement , which is the counterpart to the lurch
of the industrial working class to the right. Yet, the section of the middle class
gravitating towards the left tends to have lower income than the old middle class
supporting the right. As Piketty himself notes, the right continues to command
the support of most high-income voters — the more so as their wealth increases.
Traditionally, the section of the bourgeoisie that was identified as closest to
the nationalist right was the old petty bourgeoisie, made up of small business



owners and artisans. These were the figures who were mobilised in the 1950s
and 1960s by French right-wing populist Pierre Poujade and the Defence Union
of Shopkeepers and Craftsmen to protest against taxation. This was also,
incidentally, the class that lent strong support to fascist movements. Hannah
Arendt famously described Nazism as stemming from a rebellion of the
disgruntled petty bourgeoisie. 4! As Poulantzas shows in Fascism and
Dictatorship , fascist movements enlisted shopkeepers and small entrepreneurs,
as well as policemen and other public officials who feared a loss of economic
status. 4* Today, however, within the right’s social bloc the small business owner
is complemented by other figures, and in particular by highly paid technicians
and associate professionals, including accountants, estate agents and sales
representatives — while managers, mostly continue to support the neoliberal
centre. One group that typifies the ethos of the right-wing middle-class electorate
are ‘middle-class anti-elitists’, in the words of the Financial Times ’s Simon
Kuper. These are people who live mostly in suburban areas of metropolises or in
medium-sized cities, in exurbs like those in ‘New Jersey and Long Island,
around the English south-east, the Milan agglomeration and the quiet suburbs of
Rotterdam’, and who harbour strong suspicion towards ‘big city figures and
experts’ — part of the intelligentsia they see as a threat to their wealth and
position. It is a class whose members consider themselves the ‘makers’ and ‘job
creators’; those who work hardest and have to make difficult choices about the
bottom line.

The new middle class that is the main pillar of support for the left has a very
different nature. It is a class fraction that was very small in the past, but which
has grown significantly in the course of the transformation towards a
‘knowledge economy’, which has called for highly educated experts capable of
skilled work, including complex analytical and communicative tasks that are in

high demand in a digital economy. > The most representative figures of this new
middle class are the so-called ‘socio-cultural professionals’, who include
teachers, journalists, librarians, university lecturers and researchers, as well as

the creative class of designers, programmers and marketers. ** Since the 1970s,
this has traditionally been considered a highly progressive constituency. In terms
of political attitudes, the new middle class combines support for social-
democratic redistributive policies with socially liberal values that include an
emphasis on personal freedom, and the protection of the rights of sexual, ethnic
and religious minorities.

The new middle class is not an exclusive monopoly of the left. Rather, it is a
terrain of competition between the centre-left and the radical left, with some



sections also supporting more centrist candidates. For example, in 2016 Hillary
Clinton’s electorate featured typical new middle-class figures, such as medical

scientists, preschool teachers and market-research analysts. *> However, large
sections of the new middle class are strongly supportive of the redistributive and
socially progressive policies of the socialist left. Socio-cultural professionals
were by far the most important group supporting the rise of Podemos in Spain
and of Jean-Luc Mélenchon’s La France Insoumise, and an important
component of the electorate of Bernie Sanders and Labour under Jeremy
Corbyn. In the 2019 Spanish election, Podemos carried 26.9 per cent of the
upper-middle-class vote and 26.2 per cent of that of the new middle class — both
well above its average vote. 4°

The support of the new middle class for the left is coloured not only by
progressive idealism but also by the serious economic hurdles placed before the
more precarious and younger section of this group. As Sciences Po researcher
Luc Rouban argues, the bulk of Mélenchon’s supporters consists of people who
are at the same time dipl6més and déclassés , similar to the ‘graduates without a
future’, identified by Paul Mason as the initiators of the 2011 protest

movements. 4’ The growing number of college graduates in a shrinking economy
has led to a devaluation of university degrees and a widespread condition of
precarity for intellectual workers. Furthermore, the professional class faces high
costs of living in urban centres where its job opportunities are concentrated.
High rents make it increasingly difficult to save money for a mortgage deposit
making it hard to get on the property-ladder, that key, yet ever more difficult to
attain, definer of middle-class status.

Many young members of the new middle class — including designers, IT

specialists, programmers and researchers — are ‘connected outsiders’. 4 While
being highly educated and often proficient in foreign languages and the use of
digital technology they face a situation of economic insecurity and decreasing

expectations compared to their parents. 4° Furthermore, being the ‘dominated
dominant’ class, to use Pierre Bourdieu’s term, the intellectual section of the
middle class does not only have a lower income compared to the commercial
section, but often feels deprived of control over its work. It operates in
workplaces in which decisions about strategy, responsibilities, timetable,
division of labour and so on are decided by managers and technical
professionals. This sense of lack of control often extends to society as a whole,
due to the way in which, as discussed in Chapter 4 , the technocratic nature of
many decisions has moved important political decisions beyond public scrutiny.
It is not by chance that it is from this new middle class that demands for forms of



participatory democracy both online and offline have often been voiced. The
middle class is thus pulled in two different directions, with the old and new
middle class drawn into an internal conflict over authority, over social values
and over the distribution of stagnating income. The fear of economic and social
decline experienced by a majority of the middle class means that those who were
once considered the bedrock of stability for Western capitalist democracies have
themselves been polarised politically.

The New Organic Intellectual

Having reconstructed the current social blocs of the nationalist right and socialist
left, what is essential is devising strategies through which the left can strengthen
and broaden its electoral support. What is evident is that the contemporary class
structure is marked by fragmentation, which makes it difficult to construct
coherent class alliances. Furthermore, the present weakness of trade unions, as
seen in low membership numbers, means that the left lacks a strong pillar of
organised support in the labour movement. It is true that we are currently
experiencing a revival of unionism, especially in the service sector and the gig
economy, and that Biden’s pledge to support organised labour may herald an
inversion of this tendency. But Amazon has so far managed to thwart
unionisation and the $15 minimum wage has been struck down by conservative
Democrats. So for the time being, socialist formations have to deal with a high
degree of social dispersion within their potential electorate. In such challenging
conditions it is essential to carefully consider how socialists can broaden their
electoral support among the working class.

As Thomas Piketty suggests, the left’s main problem is its excessive
dependence on ‘Brahmins’, i.e. the new middle class of socio-cultural
professionals and skilled service workers. It is often argued that this orientation
of the left towards the urban middle class skews its agenda, making it
unattractive to the working class. The disruptive role of the middle class in the
construction of a socialist alliance was already a concern for German socialist
writer August Bebel who, proud of his working-class upbringing, at the
International Socialist Congress of 1904 spurned Frenchman Jean Jaurés’s
proposal of an alliance between the proletariat and the middle class. Robert
Michels argued that middle-class participation was detrimental to the working-
class movement, given that it led to the subordination of working-class interests
to middle-class priorities; and fellow syndicalist Georges Sorel, in his book



Reflections on Violence , saw the middle class as a traitor to the proletariat. >

Similar in spirit were the scathing remarks made by George Orwell in his
chronicle of the Great Depression, The Road to Wigan Pier , where he contrasted
the ‘typical working-class Socialist’ directly affected by economic injustice and
poverty and the ‘book-trained Socialist’, campaigning merely out of moral
motives. °!

Obviously, given the current class composition of Western societies, in
which around half of the population belongs to the middle class, and in which
the middle class has higher-than-average rates of electoral participation,
ostracising this category would be suicidal for any political movement aiming
for power. However much they may have presented themselves as class parties
(in the sense of working-class parties), communist and socialist parties have
always had a significant middle-class component, appealing also to artisans,

public employees, teachers, doctors and other professionals. > The construction
of a ‘popular bloc’, consisting of an alliance between the organised working
class, rural labourers and sections of the urban middle classes, has been the
default left strategy since the times of Lenin and Gramsci. Thus, the question for
socialist parties is not to do away with the middle-class vote. Rather, the aim
should be, on the one hand, to avoid over-reliance on this electorate to achieve a
greater diversification in support, and on the other hand, to make sure that the
active section of the movement (overwhelmingly recruited from the middle
class) does not fall prey to an obsession with cultural wars at the expense of the
centrality of socioeconomic cleavages. To achieve this goal, it is necessary to
reflect on the role of organic intellectuals and the relationship between activists
and the social bases they intend to organise and represent. >3

For Gramsci, organic intellectuals were those active and organising
components that emerged out of each major class and performed key directive
functions. In the case of the working class, these were most notably trade union
and party organisers, whose historical mission was to make the working class
aware of its own potential. Some of them, like Bebel, hailed from the working
class itself, thanks to the educational opportunities that socialist movements
offered; but many others were ‘borrowed’ from the radical middle class. What
made them ‘organic’, besides their class origins, was their rootedness in the
popular classes — the fact that they were made to confront the life experience of
the subaltern. The contemporary progressive intelligentsia often appears to lack
any ‘organic’ rootedness in working-class communities, in terms of either its
social background or experience.

Within the socialist movement, the presence of middle-class intellectuals was



tempered by an ethos of commitment to popular mobilisation sometimes
combined with an attitude of self-flagellation. Middle-class activists were forced
to renounce the most conspicuous elements of their social status. They were
sometimes expected to spend time working in factories, or living in working-
class neigh-bourhoods — a tradition initiated by the Russian populists of the
nineteenth century, who sent the idealistic intelligentsia into the countryside to
live with peasants in order to rid them of their bourgeois affectations; though,
needless to say, the peasants were often not too impressed. While such practices
of middle-class penance may look anachronistic to us, the risks of middle-class
self-centredness continues to be relevant in the present day and age and a major
obstacle to the construction of an inclusive and diverse popular bloc. It is
essential that activists, overwhelmingly hailing from the middle class, regain a
sense of their privileged class position and their duty towards others less
fortunate.

This necessity of appealing beyond the confines of the progressive urban
middle class does not mean that the left needs to renege on its commitments to
universalism, human rights and multicultural tolerance — as those preaching a
‘conservative socialism’ would contend. Many battles middle-class activists
have embraced — from the defence of minorities including gay, lesbian and trans
people to environmental priorities — have in fact by now become majoritarian in
many Western countries, forcing the right to adapt its discourse too. Yet, it is
true that the working class, both old and new, tends to be more conservative in
terms of value and worldview and more suspicious of immigration. At times
when the culture war over values and civil rights or on immigration becomes
particularly polarised, there is a risk that the difference in ethical worldviews
between the new middle class and working class may become an obstacle in
cementing their class alliance. A unifying focus on economic demands for jobs
and public services may win back to the left, workers who are relatively more
socially conservative than the urban middle class but who were part of
progressive coalitions in the past, as they prized welfare and full-employment
policies.

For the left to regain a strong footing in the working class and fend off right-
wing nationalism, it should eschew the flawed premise that the drifting away of
the manufacturing working class from the left is exclusively a function of
cultural factors. The causes of workers’ discontent are primarily economic,
stemming from the decline of labour revenues under neoliberalism — a direct
consequence of free market deregulation and exposure to international
competition in a globalised economy. Most importantly, it should be recognised



that the class alliance between sections of the working class and the commercial
middle class supporting the nationalist right is highly unstable.

As Piketty has noted, while highly critical of the European Union and global
capitalism, ‘social nativists’ like Marine Le Pen are not keen to pursue
redistributive measures that will attend to the real needs of the working class, as
these are not in the interest of their middle-class voters or their patrons among

the wealthy. °* They try to deflect such demands, and to preserve the illusion that
the interests of workers are close to their heart, by blaming supra-national
institutions, foreign countries and immigrants for the lack of resources. Donald
Trump’s trade war against China, accompanied by tax cuts to the rich that
delivered little for workers, is an example of this dishonesty.

The social protection workers demand cannot be satisfied for much longer
under the present conditions. The socialist left needs to drive a wedge between
the working-class and middle-class bases of the right. Progressives should
denounce the profiteering behaviour of the new nationalists — in particular, their
complicity with policies of privatisation of public services, and their hypocritical
intimacy with global financial networks. For this narrative to be convincing,
however, it is also necessary to overcome the perception of the left as distant and
aloof. The left’s ability to regain a stronger footing among blue-collar workers
and consolidate its support among service workers will depend heavily on its
capacity to develop an economic vision that appeals to voters beyond its
metropolitan strongholds. Only by prioritising bread-and-butter issues such as
jobs, healthcare and education, and protecting manufacturing, will the left be
able to present itself plausibly as a force that can protect workers from the
inequality and insecurity produced by a failing neoliberal order.



7

Enemies of the People

Given the emphasis of contemporary politics on protection and security,
clarifying who are the figures that are seen as embodying social dangers can help
us better understand contemporary political alignments. The construction of the
enemy is a fundamental aspect of all politics. Carl Schmitt famously proposed
that politics always entails an enemy/friend distinction that divides the political

field into two opposing camps. ! It is sufficient to watch a political talk show or
parliamentary debate in any Western democracy to see fiery accusations flying.
In spite of the Kantian ideal embraced by many liberals, which views politics as
a space of rational discussion and consensus, politics is first and foremost a
space of conflict, in line with Mao Zedong’s inversion of Clausewitz’s famous

dictum, in which ‘politics is the continuation of war without bloodshed’. % The
construction of the enemy is particularly important in times of populism.
Political theorist Chantal Mouffe has argued that populism relies on the presence
of a ‘constitutive outside’, in which enmity against the Other simultaneously

provides an anchoring point for self-identity. 3 Strong antagonism — an
intensification of the us-versus-them posture — acts as a partial substitute for the
affirmation of a well-defined positive identity, and a buttress for otherwise brittle
social blocs. Thus, in examining the ‘enemies of the people’ prevalent in the
politics of the Great Recoil, we may draw some lessons about what kind of
‘people’ contemporary movements seek to invoke and better understand the
content of the politics of protection and control they put forward.



Different underclass and overclass targets feature prominently in
contemporary politics: immigrants, the rich, and political and intellectual elites.
The nationalist right typically focuses anger on immigrants, as well as ethnic
minorities, pictured as a dangerous underclass threatening the security and well-
being of the people. The right represents immigrants as a threat to cultural
integrity and ethnic homogeneity by virtue of their increased demographic
presence. Furthermore, it accuses them of suppressing wages by creating a
‘reserve army of labour’ at the disposal of capitalists.

The left points the finger instead at socioeconomic class enemies, such as
wealthy bankers and greedy oligopolists. The rich stand accused both of
depriving workers and citizens of social protection, and of frustrating the popular
desire for democratic control. They are seen as enemies of collective prosperity
and security who have attacked wages, working conditions and public services,
while taking their companies and wealth offshore to avoid the taxes that normal
citizens have to pay. Thus, while the nationalist right scapegoats those at the
bottom of society, including the newly arrived, who are seen as harbingers of
social disintegration, the socialist left focuses its invective against those at the
top, whom it accuses of avarice and arrogance. A further enemy featuring
prominently in the contemporary political drama is ‘the establishment’ or ‘the
caste’ (a term popularised by the Five Star Movement), made up of politicians
and state bureaucrats accused of operating in opaque ways and of favouring
vested interests while depriving citizens of democratic control. Parallel to this
runs the right’s enmity against the intellectual elites suspected of substituting
tradition with globalist and liberal worldviews. The differences between these
enemies go a long way to illuminating the various conflicts about economic
resources, culture and authority that have emerged in the present moment and
the existence of radically different understandings of the causes of global
agoraphobia.

Bash the Immigrants

‘Let’s be straightforward with each other: Hungary is going to be condemned
because the Hungarian people have decided that this country is not going to be a
country of migrants.” Thus spoke Hungarian prime minister Viktor Orban in
September 2018, after the European Parliament adopted a resolution endorsing a
report, authored by Dutch MEP Judith Sargentini, on the Hungarian treatment of
migrants — among many other issues including corruption, freedom of the press



and the integrity of the electoral system. Since his return to power, after a
landslide victory in 2010 against a discredited Socialist Party, Orban and his
party, Fidesz — formally a member of the Christian-democratic European
People’s Party — have adopted an openly xenophobic discourse particularly
targeting Roma and Muslims. During the 2015 migration crisis, Orban refused to
accept a quota of refugees, and even built a fence along the border with Croatia
and Serbia.

Orban, it turns out, was a forerunner of the mainstreaming of the kind of
xenophobic populism that has rocked the world since the mid 2010s. Trump
famously rode to victory by promising to halt immigration. At the launch of his
presidential campaign, held at Trump Tower in New York on 16 June 2015, the
hotel mogul and TV personality famously attacked Mexican immigrants in a
wholesale fashion: ‘They’re bringing crime. They’re rapists. And some, I

assume, are good people.” # In spite of this, he still managed to win 29 per cent
of the Latino vote in 2016, increasing the share to 32 per cent in 2020. In 2019
he enraged many people when he attacked the so-called Squad of progressive
congresswomen comprising Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, Ilhan Omar, Rashida
Tlaib and Ayanna Presley, saying they should go back to where they came from,
implying that minorities were non-nationals. Alt-right pundits such as Richard
Spencer and Stefan Molyneux have popularised white supremacist ideas and
virulently attacked liberal values of tolerance and inclusion, often taking aim at
immigrants. °

In France, Marine Le Pen has presented migrants as the flagbearers of a
‘rampant globalisation’, damaging people’s neighbourhoods, villages, schools
and wages. ° In one of the last campaign rallies of the 2017 presidential elections
held in Paris she promised to end all immigration and ‘put our borders back in
place’. She emphatically closed the speech by saying ‘I will protect you’. 7 In
Italy, Matteo Salvini’s rise since he became the leader of Lega in 2013 was
predicated on his tough line on immigration. Salvini has often deployed the
spectre of an ‘invasion’ from Africa; ® during his one-year spell as interior
minister he closed Italian ports to NGO ships rescuing boats of refugees from
Libya and the rest of North Africa. ‘Closed ports’ ( porti chiusi ) — an assertion
of decisiveness and intransigence — became his favourite slogan. ° He also went
on to propose a crackdown on ‘little ethnic shops’, such as convenience stores
owned and run by Bangladeshis. ' In the UK, Nigel Farage argued that
migration had ‘left many people in our towns and cities frankly finding it
difficult to recognise the place being the same as it was ten to fifteen years ago’.



1 His attacks on migrants intensified in the course of the 2015 refugee crisis,
and featured the infamous ‘Breaking Point’ poster ahead of the Brexit
referendum, picturing a long queue of migrants, which strikingly resembled the
imagery adopted in Nazi propaganda. Attacks against immigrants have been
compounded by enmity towards already established ethnic minorities. The hard
line taken by Donald Trump against the Black Lives Matter movement and his
dalliance with white supremacist groups have highlighted that racial hatred
remains a live issue.

To understand how this enmity against immigrants and minorities fits in with
the right’s politics of protection and control, we need to consider the historical
origins of contemporary national-populism and its relationship to racial
discrimination. Modern racism has a long history that can be traced back to
slavery and imperialism. It was ideologically abetted by social Darwinism and
the work of nineteenth-century French count Arthur de Gobineau, who theorised

the existence of an Aryan master race which inspired Adolf Hitler. 1* The defeat
of the Nazis and fascists during World War II, the victory of the US Civil Rights
movement in the 1960s, the end of apartheid in South Africa in the 1990s, and
finally the election of the first black president in US history in 2008 were all
celebrated as milestones on an irreversible journey towards a ‘post-racial
society’. Far from having disappeared, however, xenophobia is rearing its head
amid widespread fears of social decline that haunt the landscape of the Great
Recoil.

In Europe, the first post-war party to attract votes for its racism was the Front
National, which was founded and led for thirty years by Jean-Marie Le Pen. A
former parachutist who had supported the failed Algerian coup against the
French Republic in 1961, Le Pen proceeded to demolish many of the anti-fascist
red lines in the political discourse of the French Fifth Republic. He strongly
antagonised Muslim migrants coming from the Maghreb and French-speaking
West Africa, insisting that they were ruining the French nation: ¢ Les frangais

d’abord !’ (‘French first!”) was his rallying cry. '* His support reached double

digits as early as 1988 — his voters apparently able to ignore shameful remarks

including the claim that the gas chambers were a ‘detail of history’. 14

The model established by Le Pen was quickly taken up around Western
Europe by ambitious new right-wing leaders. In the 1980s, the Lega Nord, a
federation of several autonomist groups in the north of Italy, likewise wielded
racism in response to the first significant wave of foreign immigration into the
country, as well as at internal migrants — the terroni from the Italian
Mezzogiorno — who came to work in Lombardy and Veneto. In Austria in the



1990s, Jorg Haider’s Freedom Party won support by presenting foreigners as
scroungers and criminals, while portraying Islam as incompatible with Western
values. Xenophobic parties soon emerged in other European countries, from
Great Britain, where UKIP was founded in 1993, to the Netherlands, where the
Pim Fortuyn List was active in the early 2000s and Geert Wilders’s Party for
Freedom was founded in 2006, to end with the Kaczynski brothers’ Law and
Justice party in Poland and the transformation of Orban’s Fidesz from a
Christian-democrat to a national conservative party.

While early right-wing populist movements were on the margins of the
political arena, they have progressively become part of the political mainstream.

150n the back of strong coverage from mainstream news media and the tabloid
press focusing obsessively on immigration and crime, these parties have
experienced strong electoral growth which has sometimes led them into
government coalitions. Furthermore, right-wing populists have managed to exert
a strong influence on mainstream conservative parties that have progressively
adopted strict anti-immigration positions of their own to avoid being outflanked
in the battle for consensus. The British Conservative Party moved swiftly to the
right in response to pressure from the UKIP and Brexit parties, while Donald
Trump’s populist takeover of the Republican Party has completely transformed
the identity of the party founded by Abraham Lincoln.

Growing anxiety about immigration is, to some extent, a function of the
growth in the number of immigrants in Western countries. High levels of
immigration into Europe and the United States at the high point of neoliberal
capitalism, during the 1990s and the 2000s, have contributed to the growing
political contentiousness of this issue. The refugee crisis of 2015 caused by the
civil war in Syria was a key turning point. In Europe, immigration rose from 1
million per year in 2013 to 2.2 million in 2015. In its aftermath, immigration

became a top political concern for most Europeans. ' Numerous surveys have
shown that many citizens in the United States and Europe believe that
immigration has undermined conditions for ordinary people, as well as having

negative effects on security and national culture. !” This perception is
particularly strong among the rural blue-collar workers who have become a key
electoral target for figures like Trump and Salvini.

It is true that, in recent years, immigration has declined and the coronavirus
crisis has brought it to a temporary halt. Furthermore, according to the OECD
2020 Immigration Outlook, there are different signs international mobility will
remain low in coming years as a consequence of ‘weaker labour demand,
persistent severe travel restrictions as well as the widespread use of teleworking



among high-skilled workers and remote learning by students’. '® However,
population growth in Latin America and, especially, in sub-Saharan Africa,
coupled with the effects of global warming in those regions, will ensure that, in
the coming decades, immigration to the US and Europe will continue to be a
major trend. Furthermore, it is delusional to think that, given that anti-
immigration sentiment is nursed mostly by older people, it will ultimately
disappear, as more open-minded later generations come to dominate. Right-wing
xenophobia has demonstrated remarkable adaptability, and it can easily shift its
target from newly arrived immigrants to well-established minority communities,
cast in the role of the ‘enemy within’, and find ways to appeal also to people of
more liberal leanings who may be alienated by overtly racist appeals.

Immigration as Unifying Threat

Until the Great Recession of the 2010s, immigration was mostly perceived as a
secondary issue, bound to appeal only to specific sections of the electorate —
typically, the unemployed working class in areas with a high proportion of
immigrants. But this question has now transcended the narrow confines of
discussion on migration policies, quotas and integration. It has become a ‘master
issue’ around which the right’s protectionist discourse is organised, the lens
through which the entire present social situation is read.

There is almost no social problem for which migrants and ethnic minorities
are not blamed by right-wing populists. From unemployment to the erosion of
public services, rising crime, the burden of high taxation and the perception of
cultural decline — all these issues are now approached by the right in the ready-
made language of the culture war on immigration. Crime is alleged to result
from the fact that immigrants become foot-soldiers for criminal gangs.
Unemployment is blamed on immigrants, who are denounced as a ‘reserve army
labour’ who drive down wages by being willing to work for a pittance.
Immigrants also stand accused of making native people feel like aliens in their
own land, producing crises of identity and culture. Meanwhile, the deterioration
of public services is put down to the ‘swamping’ of queues for public housing
and welfare benefits by immigrants, rather than to cuts to public spending.
Demographic crisis in the West is attributed to the politicians’ preference for
importing a docile labour force, rather than supporting native families’ ability to
have children. During the Covid-19 crisis, immigrants have also been accused by
Trump and his allies of bringing the virus into the country, despite the fact that it



was far more likely to be spread by frequent-flying managers and tourists. The
immigrant is thus cast in the role of universal culprit, responsible for everything
that is wrong with society. This figure has become the point of condensation of a
wide array of fears and anxieties of the late neoliberal era: fears of economic
decline, of identity loss, of demographic inundation, of multiplying threats to
security.

Dominant explanations of anti-immigration sentiment argue that it is a
cultural question in two ways. First, immigrants are often understood as a
cultural threat, as agents who are bringing into the country customs, language,
religion and attitudes seen as incompatible with the culture of ‘indigenous’
inhabitants. Nationalists have often argued that migrants endanger ‘our way of
life’ and disrespect ‘our values’. Marine Le Pen has attacked Muslims for
offending against the French culture of secularism in the context of debates on
the use of the veil in public spaces, while Viktor Orban has presented them as a

threat to Christianity. ' Some nationalist leaders, such as Pim Fortuyn in the
Netherlands, have even blamed Muslims for sexism and homophobia, 2° despite
the nationalist right’s long-standing opposition to gender equality. Second, anti-
immigration sentiment is seen as a cultural question because it is an attitude to
which citizens with low levels of education are deemed to be particularly
susceptible. 2! But hatred towards immigrants is far from being simply a
‘cultural’ phenomenon.

What makes the immigrant such a perfect hate figure at moments when there
is a crisis of national sovereignty is that this category represents the outsider par
excellence: someone who, while inhabiting the territory of a given demos, does
not share with it either lineage, culture or citizenship. In relation to a native
community often fictitiously imagined as ethno-culturally uniform, the
immigrant is seen as diminishing its homogeneity, and thus — so the argument

runs — also its individuality and social cohesion. 2? If only there were no
immigrants, the right suggests, the people would rediscover their fundamental
unity, reclaim their authentic roots and overcome their frivolous internal
conflicts. Indeed, there is some truth in this narrative. It has been repeatedly
demonstrated that hate towards the outside can serve to defuse internal conflict
and create a bogus sense of national unity. Matteo Salvini, for example — who,
just a few years ago, was ranting against Neapolitans — has now, as one comic
strip put it, managed to unite northern and southern Italians in their shared hatred
of foreigners.

The role of immigrants as the quintessential Other in the ‘exclusionary
populism’ of the right is particularly evident in the framing of immigrants and



ethnic minorities as criminals posing a security threat. 2> In Italy, Salvini has

often taken aim at ‘Tunisian pushers’ and ‘Nigerian prostitution rings’, *
associating particular ethnic groups with given criminal activities; in France, Le
Pen has repeatedly branded ethnic-minority citizens living in the banlieues as

‘scum’ produced by immigration. 2> This propaganda has been boosted by a
tabloid press in the hands of billionaire media moguls, which has strongly
contributed to the stigmatisation of immigrants and ethnic minorities as
inherently criminal. The disparagement of the immigrant population has in
recent years been reinforced by the association of immigrants with terrorism.
Since al-Qaeda burst into popular consciousness with a series of acts of terror,
and especially in the wake of the mass slaughter perpetrated by ISIS, Muslim
residents of Western countries have increasingly come under popular suspicion,
while right-wing politicians have accused them of being a jihadist Fifth Column.
26

It is often said that anti-migration sentiment aims at fuelling a war of the
poor against the poor. Indeed, the priming of immigration reflects national-
populists’ duplicitous intention to gather popular support while at the same time
deflecting economic elites (which they defend in spite of their supposed
populism) from social anger and redistributive demands. Pitting the ‘left-behind’
working class against migrant workers, anti-migration discourse acts as an
effective diversion tactic. But this ruse works because there are material interests
anti-migration discourse can latch onto. Immigrants fill the most physically
arduous and low-status jobs in the service precariat, as cleaners, care workers
and shelf-fillers, as fruit-pickers, or in the informal economy. Due to their recent
arrival, they are forced to climb their way up the social pyramid — an upward
momentum that is naturally resented by those who feel exposed by the insecurity
of their work.

Migrants are typically blamed both for ‘stealing our jobs’ and for being
‘benefit scroungers’. The idea that immigrants steal employment opportunities
has a long history on the populist right. In 1976, Jean-Pierre Stirbois, the
strategist behind one of the first electoral breakthroughs of the Front National,
was already asserting: ‘One million jobless are one million immigrants too
many’. Today, this labour-protectionism is recycled in the representation of
migrants as a ‘reserve army of labour’, as proposed by French New Right thinker

Alain de Benoist and parroted by Italian far-right philosopher Diego Fusaro. 2’
This theory was also touted by Boris Johnson, when he proclaimed that the
reason corporations held wages down was that ‘they have had access to

unlimited pools of labour from other countries’. 2 The same narrative was also



used against Polish construction workers and plumbers in the UK accused of
undercutting wages during the Brexit campaign. There is lots of debate among

scholars as to whether immigration exerts a downward pressure on wages. 2 In a
deregulated labour market, it is easy to see how wage competition can pitch
immigrants against natives in unskilled jobs. But attacking immigrants, forced to
take any job, rather than the entrepreneurs exploiting them is a demonstration of
cowardice and cruelty. The demand for ‘local jobs for local people’ goes hand in
hand with what is described as ‘welfare chauvinism’, which wants to exclude
immigrants considered as scroungers from access to benefits. This despite the
fact that, far from constituting a ‘welfare burden’, migrants typically make a
greater contribution to public coffers than they receive in benefits. 3°

The immigrant makes for an ideal sacrificial lamb, offered on the altar of the
unholy nationalist alliance between sections of the working class, their bosses,
provincial shopkeepers and well-paid technical professionals. For native blue-
collar workers, blaming the current economic disarray on migrants allows them
to validate themselves as part of the ‘deserving working class’ under threat from
the informal economy. Opposition to immigrants assuages workers’ fear of
falling through the cracks of society, turning from respectable producers into a
despicable underclass of ‘takers’. From the perspective of managers, business
owners and market professionals, the targeting of immigrants provides a means
to channel popular anger downwards, thus diverting it from those at the top of
the social pyramid. Furthermore, an intimidated migrant is much less likely to
unionise, or defend his or her rights by other means, which makes for a
conveniently docile employee.

Resentment towards immigrants is also related to fears of demographic
substitution. The distress that besets many right-wing voters is that they are not
only becoming economically superfluous, given that they depend on activities
that are heavily exposed to international competition, but also that they will
eventually be biologically replaced by more fertile foreigners. Across Western
Europe and the United States, the birth rate has dropped to around 1.5 children —
well below the global average. In his book Whiteshift , Eric Kaufmann argues
that the white majorities of many Western societies are now realising that they
will soon live in ‘minority-majority’ societies no longer dominated by the
original ethnic ‘stock’. 3! This fear of substitution is echoed in the language of
‘invasion’, or ‘substitution’ or even ‘white genocide’, used by the nationalist
right. In May 2017, Matteo Salvini spoke darkly of an ‘attempt to ethnically
replace peoples with other peoples: it is simply an economic and commercial

operation financed by people like Soros’. 3? Such claims evoke conspiracy



theories wildly popular in alt-right online subcultures, such as the so-called
Kalergi Plan, and the ‘great replacement’ proposed by French far-right author
Renaud Camus. 33

Much of the anti-immigration discourse of the right is reminiscent of
fascism. But, despite its toxicity, its subtext is not the elimination of immigrants,
but their control and exploitation. Consider, for example, the fact that Salvini
was elected as senator in Rosarno, in Calabria, a location infested by the local
’Ndrangheta mafia. The town thrives on the exploitation of the cheap migrant
workforce in agriculture; workers are sometimes paid as little as €2 per hour, and
agricultural entrepreneurs who employ the migrant workforce overwhelmingly
vote for Lega. Forcing immigrants into a subaltern position allows the lumpen-
bourgeoisie that supports nationalist leaders to treat them like slaves and to pay
both them and native workers miserly wages. In the US, the Immigration and
Customs Enforcement (ICE), under the US Department of Homeland Security
has deported hundreds of thousands of illegal migrants while spreading fear
among millions of others, thus making them easier for rogue entrepreneurs to
exploit.

Anti-immigration discourse is therefore fundamentally a discourse of
demarcation that draws boundaries between an inside and an outside, between
the native community and the migrants. This demarcation pushes the left onto
uncomfortable terrain. Morally outraged by the toxic rhetoric of the right, the left
is compelled to position itself as external to the ‘threatened demos’ and on the
side of immigrants — who, unlike the local population, often have no right to
vote, and therefore little power to shield themselves from such attacks.

This task of demarcation now encompasses architecture designed to restrain
and control immigrants. The most famous example of this is Trump’s pledge to
build a wall on the border with Mexico, which provided the flagship policy of
his 2016 campaign, but was repeatedly delayed by its huge price tag and the
difficulty of acquiring the necessary land. Such barriers to migration also reveal
the inconsistencies of nationalist discourse. As political philosopher Wendy
Brown has argued, the chauvinistic politics of borders and the construction of

new walls are not the expression of a triumphant national sovereignty. 3 They
merely offer a powerful delusion of control over territory; a symbolic
compensation for the loss of state power. Given that economic sovereignty has
generally been weakened by global economic integration, coercion — over which
the state still has a functioning monopoly — becomes the easiest way for
politicians to advertise that they are still in control and able to protect the
national community.



Soak the Rich

‘Billionaires should not exist’ — so proclaimed Bernie Sanders in September
2019, unveiling a proposal for a wealth tax on the richest Americans. In
February 2020, he returned to the issue after his primary win in New Hampshire:
‘We’re taking on billionaires and we’re taking on candidates funded by
billionaires.” Sanders’s enmity towards the super-rich, which largely defined his
2016 and 2020 presidential campaign runs, is the manifestation of a strong anti-
plutocratic discourse that has become one of the defining characteristics of the
socialist left that has emerged out of the populist moment. Where attacks against
migrants take aim at the underclass, the rich are one of three elite or ‘overclass’
enemies that have been targeted by populist movements, the others being the
political class and the intelligentsia (see Table 7.1. ). Leaders like Jeremy
Corbyn, Jean-Luc Mélenchon, Pablo Iglesias and Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez
have often taken aim at the wealthy: Jeff Bezos, Mark Zuckerberg, Elon Musk
and the Koch brothers in the United States; Philip Green and Richard Branson in
the UK; Bernard Arnault in France; the Benetton family in Italy; and Amancio
Ortega in Spain — all have become familiar targets.

Table 7.1 Elite enemies

Cultural elite Economic elite Political elite
Main Populist right Populist left Populist centre
antagonist
Examples [Academics; journalists; [The wealthy; Politicians;
people in entrepreneurs; bureaucrats; civil
showbusiness; NGOs; |bankers; brokers; servants; technocrats;
the creative class; landlords; managers |supranational
scientists; doctors; and highly paid institutions;
news and digital media |technicians/lawyers |government
etc consultants/experts
Reasons |A perceived betrayal of [Exploitation of Corruption; lack of
for tradition and popular  (workers; tax transparency; laziness
enmity [sentiments; imposition |avoidance; and wastefulness;
of cosmopolitan and  |environmental distortion of the
liberal worldview degradation; popular will; vote
interference with rigging
political decisions



This ‘soak the rich’ sentiment that re-emerged in the aftermath of the 2008
crisis has only intensified in recent years. In January 2019, the new firebrand
Democratic congresswoman Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez proposed a top tax rate
of 70 per cent, for those earning more than US$3 million, as one way of
combating social inequality. The proposal attracted widespread media criticism,
but surveys showed it commanded the support of a large majority of Americans,

and even of Republican voters. 3> Dan Riffle, a senior counsel and policy adviser
to AOC, created an uproar in the mainstream media in July 2019 when he coined
the slogan ‘Every Billionaire Is a Policy Failure’. He explained: ‘The bigger Jeff
Bezos and Bill Gates’s slices of the pie are, the smaller everybody else’s are

going to be.’ 3 In France, Jean-Luc Mélenchon has often fulminated against the

super-rich, accusing them of narcissism and irresponsibility. 3 In June 2019 he
said, ‘the rich are too expensive’, and suggested it was ‘time for the rich to be

altruistic’. 38 A propaganda videogame titled Fiscal Kombat launched during the
2017 campaign featured Mélenchon shaking money out of the deep pockets of
rich entrepreneurs and financiers involved in tax avoidance. 3

Pablo Iglesias has regularly taken aim at the Spanish rich, including Inditex
owner Amancio Ortega who, for a brief time in 2015, was the richest person in
the world, when his net worth peaked at $80 billion. He has also aimed his fire at
the owner of the retail chain Mercadona, Juan Roig, and the owner of clothing
company Mango, Isak Andic. In May 2020, during the Covid-19 crisis, Iglesias
proposed a solidarity tax on the rich — a 2 per cent levy on net fortunes of €1
million or higher, progressively rising to 2.5 per cent on €10 million, 3 per cent
on €50 million, and 3.5 per cent on €100 million, which was eventually
approved in a watered-down version. He appealed to the ‘fiscal patriotism’ of

the rich, adding that he was convinced that ‘the majority of those with wealth

above 1 million euros will wish to show solidarity with their compatriots’. 4°

Similarly, during his tenure as Labour leader in the UK, Jeremy Corbyn often
called for a redistribution of wealth and was accused by the press of ‘demonising

the rich’. 4! As New Statesman economic commentator Grace Blakeley noted,
‘After decades of stagnation caused by the financial crisis, the financial elite
centred in the City of London is the natural villain in any leftist populist
narrative.’ 42

These attacks reflect a profound shift in public opinion at the time of the
Great Recoil: the fattening of the wealthy elites and the huge inequalities that
have resulted have attracted widespread popular outrage. This sentiment was
perhaps best captured by Todd Phillips’s film Joker , which depicts Gotham



City’s corrupt moneyed elites, attacked by protestors using the blunt slogan ‘Kill
the Rich’, inspired by the bloody deeds of Arthur Fleck — the failed stand-up
comedian who becomes the Joker. The reason why the film struck a chord in the
public imagination and became an icon of protest was its unmasking of the
callousness of inequality. Like other recent films, such as the Korean Parasite
and the Spanish The Platform , it reflects growing popular unease at the
concentration of wealth. Some enlightened members of the billionaire class, such
as Warren Buffett, have long admitted the enormous scale of the imbalance in
wealth, famously saying in 2006: ‘There’s class warfare, all right, but it’s my

class, the rich class, that’s making war, and we’re winning.’ 43 In recent years
skyrocketing inequality has become ever more an object of embarrassment. It
even started to find its way onto the stage at the annual World Economic Forum
in Davos, where, in 2019, Dutch economic historian Rutger Bregman ridiculed
regular Davos-attendees, such as the singer Bono, for supporting what he termed
‘bullshit’ philanthropy schemes, claiming that the only solution to inequality was
taxation. In March 2019, registering this shift in public opinion, a Washington
Post article asked: “Why does everybody suddenly hate billionaires?’ 44

The growing resentment towards the rich reflects the grotesque enrichment
of the wealthy. In the US, almost the entire burden of the 2008 financial crisis
fell on workers and the middle class, while growth was siphoned off to affluent

families. > In the three years after the crisis, the top 1 per cent captured 91 per
cent of all real income. The same cohort saw a 34.7 per cent growth in income,

while the bottom 99 per cent saw a miserly 0.8 per cent gain. 46 While wages
remained stagnant, and residential real estate prices dropped, the stock market
ballooned, feeding shareholder dividends. This injustice is well represented by
the growing gap between CEO and average worker compensation. In 2019, the
ratio between the two was 320 according to a report by the Economic Policy

Institute, well above pre-2008 levels. 4’ It was estimated that the average
Amazon worker would need to work for eight weeks to earn the same money
Bezos makes in a second. 48

This outrageous gap in income and wealth explains why taxation has become
the chief flashpoint in this fight against the wealthy. Public anger has focused on
tax-avoidance practices and on the tax havens through which the wealthy
manage to avoid paying their dues. While, since the 1980s, financial orthodoxy
has decreed a reduction in progressive taxation — in accordance with the so-
called Laffer curve, purporting to show that more government revenue is
generated by lower tax regimes — a fiscal revolt has spread more recently
throughout the middle classes. Demands are now frequently made to increase



taxation on billionaire wealth and executive compensation in order to reverse
inequality and fund public services. Economists including Joseph Stiglitz and
Paul Krugman have often attacked the reluctance of the rich to pay taxes, and
denounced their overweening influence on politics, which allows them to avoid

taxation. 4° Movements of the early 2010s such as UK Uncut, which have taken
aim at the tax-evasion activities of large firms and wealthy individuals have
highlighted the unfairness of a system in which workers have to pay while the
rich can simply decide not to. Outrage at this state of affairs has only grown in
recent years. In 2018, it was reported that pop singer Ed Sheeran had paid more
tax in the UK than online retail giant Amazon, thanks to the tax-accounting

tricks used by Bezos’s company. °° In the European Union, tax-haven countries
such as the Netherlands, Luxembourg and Ireland have become the target of
growing criticism, in particular during the negotiations over the EU recovery
fund in July 2020, when the Dutch government was accused of unjustifiably
taking the moral high ground. >!

The degree to which inequality is perceived as unjust is always a function of
the general conditions of society and the number of people who enjoy decent
levels of income and wealth. During the 1990s and early 2000s, the period of
steady economic growth under neoliberalism, the gospel of ‘trickle-down’
economics and entrepreneurialism may have sounded somewhat plausible. Amid
the current stagnation and economic contraction, however, extreme disparities in

wealth have come to be perceived more widely as objectionable. > The growing
gulf between the large majority, whose economic prospects are in decline, and
the minority of the rich and wealthy, whose fortunes continue to grow
unimpeded, has resulted in a growing perception of the rich as a threat, as a
category to be protected from, rather than a condition any ordinary person can
realistically aspire to.

Capitalist Vampires

The targeting of the rich by the socialist left presupposes a radically different
‘topology of enmity’ from the one mobilised by the right. Where the right directs
anger towards those at the bottom of the socioeconomic ladder — at the
underclass and at immigrants in particular — the left does the opposite. Unlike
immigrants, whom the right frames as aliens who have forced their way into the
community from the outside, the rich are portrayed by the left more like agents
who exist within and above the demos, relentlessly feeding on its labour. They



are seen as predatory forces against which society has to be protected, and
oligarchs, who by dint of their wealth are stealing away our democracy and
depriving people of control.

At first sight, the framing of the rich as enemies of the people may not seem
too dissimilar from the traditional anti-capitalist rhetoric that has long been a
mainstay of the radical left. ‘Eat the rich’ — a slogan still popular among anti-
capitalists — harks back to Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who said that, when the poor
have nothing to eat, they end up eating the rich. The main distinctive aspect of
the contemporary populist framing of the rich, compared with the orthodox
Marxist view of the capitalist as ‘merely capital personified’, lies in the

moralistic framing of the issue. >3 Rich people are referred to today using terms
that imply strong moral condemnation: the banksters (a term that became
popular in the aftermath of the 2008 crash), the filthy rich, or the mafia
capitalists. This view of the rich as criminals which ordinary citizens need to be
protected from was exemplified by Bernie Sanders’s claim, in the aftermath of
the 2008 crash, that ‘what Wall Street and credit card companies are doing is
really not much different from what gangsters and loan sharks do who make

predatory loans’. °* Capitalists are sometimes even depicted as vultures or
bloodsuckers — people belonging to a different species. Peter Thiel and members
of the ‘PayPal Mafia’, according to a paranoid trope, are injecting themselves
with young people’s blood as part of a life-extension therapy.

The rich are represented as people who have placed themselves morally
beyond the pale of society, deserting fundamental duties towards their fellow
human beings. While owing their disproportionate wealth to everyone’s efforts,
they do all they can to avoid taxation, accumulating financial assets thanks to
quantitative easing and government subsidies. In popular online memes, the rich
are pictured sipping cocktails on palm-lined beaches in the Bahamas and the
Cayman Islands, or enjoying life on their yachts and golf courses, removed from
the crowds of ordinary people to whom they pay paltry wages. This arrogance is
made all the more intolerable by the fact that the rich are a very tiny, yet
incredibly powerful, minority, as popularised by Occupy Wall Street’s
references to the super-rich 1 per cent. In October 2018, the Anticapitalistas
minority current within Podemos launched a campaign against the rich, arguing
that they were ‘the only dangerous minority’. Ironically, the status of the rich as
a minority, however peculiar, was used by the liberal press to argue that the
socialist left was just as intolerant as the nationalist right, only targeting the rich
instead of immigrants — as if xenophobia had its natural counterpart in a new
mysterious illness known as ‘plutophobia’.



Hatred for the rich plays a similar unifying role to the one performed by the
immigrant as the Other of the nationalist social bloc. It is the pivot of a class
alliance comprising the service precariat and the downwardly mobile urban
middle class, united in their hatred of the capitalist class.

The service precariat has good reasons to hate the rich when they compare
their own meagre hourly wages with the vast incomes and wealth of the affluent
class. Furthermore, it is the workforce that must cater to the narcissistic desires
of the rich — serving their wine and expensive meals, cleaning their offices,
taking care of their health. As in Bong Joon Ho’s film Parasite , direct contact of
the lower classes with the rich — experience of their obtuseness, cruelty and
arrogance — only enhances hostility towards them. However, the transformation
of the experience of workers in the time of the ‘gig economy’ seems to pose a
serious paradox for antagonism in the workplace. In digital capitalism, the
relations of production tend to be impersonal, and often mediated by an app —
hence the expression ‘Your boss is an algorithm’, used to refer to the way in
which Amazon workers and Uber drivers take their orders from software.
Behind the software, however, there is an organisation, and real people who reap
the benefits of exploitation. Besides algorithms, workers in the gig economy
often interact with various corporate functionaries who act as supervisors and
local enforcers. One fictional example is offered by the character of Maloney in
Ken Loach’s Sorry We Missed You , who constantly shouts orders such as, ‘Let’s
get the cardboard off the concrete!’ He sees himself as a worker, someone toiling
as hard as anybody else; yet he is complicit in the vicious profit-driven
exploitation of the people working for him. Low-level agents of exploitation like
Maloney offer the opportunity to visualise the enemy in a position where he does
not appear unreachable, and thus untouchable. The new middle class also bears
many grudges against the rich, whose reluctance to pay taxes they themselves
are forced to pay and whose squeezing of labour costs are seen as intolerable
injustices. Furthermore, it is outraged at the way the concentration of wealth in
the hands of a few people, as well as the ability of the rich to monopolise the
media and lobby politicians to exert enormous influence on decisions that affect
the living conditions of ordinary people.

The right is not entirely foreign to such attacks on the rich. On various
occasions, it has tried to present itself as an enemy of global finance, to support
its claim to be on the side of workers. A privileged target of attack in Europe has
been the Hungarian-American financier George Soros — a major funder of
progressive causes particularly hated by alt-right supporters for his Jewish
identity, and represented in online memes as a lizard overlord engaged in blood



libel and child abuse. Needless to say, this very narrow attack against one
member of the international financial elite is not a stand against the class of the
rich as such. This discourse corresponds to the classic form of ‘status quo anti-
capitalism’ that, as Poulantzas noted, has often been historically mobilised by
the far right — one that attempts to offer some reassurance to the middle and
lower tiers of the bourgeoisie that they will be protected against the predations of

big capital, and often dabbles in anti Semitic motives. >°
The right cannot however fully claim ownership of anti-rich sentiment. First,
it benefits from those upper middle-class sections which have moved from

supporting the neoliberal centre to favouring nationalists. ®® Furthermore, its
political personnel, beginning with Donald Trump himself, are part and parcel of
these strata, to the point where right-wing populism has sometimes been

described as ‘pluto-populism’. °” Figures like Steve Bannon may well claim that
Trump’s Republican Party is a workers’ party; but they can hardly shed the
impression left by the fact that so many of its senior functionaries are former
Goldman Sachs employees. Finally, the nationalist right’s record in government
has demonstrated where its interests really lie. Trump’s government cut taxes for
corporations and the wealthy, but failed to pass basic measures that might have
won working-class support, such as an infrastructure bill, which would have
been widely popular among trade unions. These contradictions between, on one
hand, the right’s moralistic anti-capitalism and bogus ‘workerist’ discourse and,
on the other, its practical alliance with the super-rich, betray a weak link in its
electoral coalition. This presents an opportunity for the left to expose the
fraudulent deal offered to workers by nationalists.

Down with the Establishment

Besides the rich, two other elite groups feature prominently in contemporary
politics: the political class and the intelligentsia. The political class, which is
deemed to have deprived ordinary people of democratic control, has frequently
ended up in the crosshairs of populist movements. Adopting the term ‘caste’ to
attack the corrupt political class, the Five Star Movement has been the most

explicit in pursuing this motive. °8 It has accused politicians of seeing politics as
a career that offers an opportunity to pilfer public resources and highlighted the
need for public probity. Honesty ( onesta ) has long been the Five Star
Movement’s most repeated catchword. This attitude reflects what has been
described as an anti-politics sentiment, which reflects the deep-seated popular



resentment and suspicion of many citizens towards the political class, as
signalled by approval ratings for politicians and institutions that stand at
historical lows. >°

The left has partly appropriated this anti-establishment narrative in the
context of attacks against economic injustice. Books such as Owen Jones’s The
Establishment have homed in on the alliance between the business class and the
political class, while new parties and leaders have harshly criticised the careerist

behaviour of politicians of the neoliberal centre. % Podemos has adopted the
Five Star Movement’s jargon of ‘the caste’, and subsequently the term ‘plot’ (
trama ) to denounce the entanglement of political and economic interests.
Despite their long service as career politicians, Jean-Luc Mélenchon, Jeremy
Corbyn and Bernie Sanders have often condemned the political class and its
unwillingness to listen to citizens’ demands, while casting themselves as
servants of the public interest, new tribunes of the people.

On the right, Donald Trump has made this anti-elite spirit a key component
of his rhetoric. In the 2016 election, he challenged the establishment of the
Republican Party, starting with the Bush family — in particular, former Florida
governor Jeb Bush — and came out victorious. During his term as president, he
promised to ‘drain the swamp’ of Washington in order to fix problems in the
federal government. He alluded darkly to obscure forces both within and around
the White House who were hindering his agenda, and lent support to conspiracy
theories such as those circulated by QAnon. In Italy, Matteo Salvini, a career
politician who became active at the age of twenty, has cleverly adopted the Five
Star Movement’s tirades against the political class. He has often ranted against
the governo delle poltrone — literally the ‘government of armchairs’ — to
denounce the obsession of the Five Star Movement and Italian Democratic Party
with staying in power above all else. In the UK, Boris Johnson turned the 2019
general election into a ‘people vs. parliament’ contest, while tirades against
experts by Leave supporters during the Brexit campaign had a similar anti-
politics orientation, betokening a deep suspicion of political institutions. 6

Attacks on the political class are mirrored by tirades against the cultural
elites — the ‘professors’, intellectuals and activists who are seen as being out of
touch with ordinary people. The right has often denounced the left as avatars of
‘radical chic’, the ‘metropolitan left’, or out-of-touch intellectuals. Intellectuals
are represented as condescending figures peddling a dangerous mix of ‘cultural
Marxism’, derived from the authors of the Frankfurt School, and queer politics
that is corrupting the demos, destroying traditional culture and contributing to
low fertility rates. Furthermore, the intelligentsia is lambasted for the fact that its



concern for immigrants apparently exceeds its sympathy for fellow citizens.
What intellectuals stand accused of, in other words, is a mixture of sanctimony,
lack of patriotism, hypocrisy and sheer venality — since they are sometimes even
charged with being agents of a conspiracy of global finance. During the
coronavirus crisis, this attitude has been compounded by aspersions aimed at
doctors, virologists and epidemiologists, accused by groups on the far right of
creating an atmosphere of excessive fear and paternalism, and of being in
cahoots with pharmaceutical corporations. This narrative is particularly effective
due to the resentment large sections of the working class harbour towards the
intellectual elites, which they sometimes see as an even more exclusive category
than the rich. 62

The success of anti-politics discourse reflects a perception that the state’s
malfunctions are a consequence not of austerity policies and cuts to public
spending, but of politicians’ habit of diverting public funds for their own
personal use — something that is particularly intolerable for citizens who are
concerned about high taxation and rely heavily on shrinking public services.
While political corruption is a major problem, unremitting criticism of politics
and politicians risks reinforcing the neoliberal view of the state as inherently
wasteful while detracting attention from corporate corruption. Furthermore,
measures informed by this perspective paradoxically risk exacerbating the
corruptibility of the political class. For example, the Five Star Movement’s battle
against the power of money in politics has led to the withdrawal of public
financing for political parties, thus making politicians heavily reliant on rich
donors, while the reduction in the number of MPs promoted by the movement
founded by Grillo has been strongly criticised for its weakening of parliament.
Finally, the attitude of disdain towards the political class can lead to the opposite
of the ethic of virtue and responsibility recommended by republicanism,
enabling citizens to imagine themselves as blameless in comparison with
irredeemable politicians. Rather than a recuperation of democratic control, the
battle against the political elites risks turning into a nihilist stance that does little
to move the balance of power in favour of ordinary citizens.

Having reconstructed the various enmities that organise the battlefield of
contemporary politics, we can now assess how effective they have been in
mobilising public opinion. The general public’s perception is that the nationalist
right has been far more effective than the socialist left in its construction of an
enemy against which it is then able to frame disparate demands, fears and
grievances. In Whiteshift , Eric Kaufmann asks, “Why are right-wing populists
doing better than left-wing ones?’ and ‘Why did the migration crisis boost



populist-right numbers sharply while the economic crisis had no overall effect?’

63 Indeed, given the depth of the economic crisis and the skyrocketing of
inequality, the fact that the economic populism of the socialist left, with its sharp
critique of the rich, seems to have been less effective that the right’s cultural
populism raises serious questions of both rhetoric and strategy. For Kaufmann,
as well as for Roger Eatwell and Matthew Goodwin, the explanation is simple:

the left is not taking seriously the issue of immigration. ®* But the reasons for
socialists’ inability to prevail discursively over their right-wing rivals run far
deeper.

Under neoliberalism, citizens have been trained to admire the economically
successful elite above them while despising those below. Xenophobia grounded
in contempt for the weak has become the natural accompaniment of possessive
individualism. Furthermore, neoliberal common sense has taught us that being
rich is good — that we should imitate celebrities and overachievers and envy their
unique lifestyles, while detesting the poor. This situation is reminiscent of the
plot of the 2019 film The Platform , in which prisoners admire those living
above them and treat those living on lower floors as undeserving takers,
overlooking the fact that they may soon find themselves condemned to those
lower floors. Moreover, immigrants — and ethnic minorities — make for an
effective enemy because they can often be easily identified by the colour of their
skin, their dress, or their accent. They are visible on the streets, on public
transport and in surgeries, hospitals and workplaces; people living in working-
class neighbourhoods have daily encounters with them, sometimes fractious.

Conversely, rich people are not a part of most people’s everyday life
experience. They are mostly encountered in an indirect, mediated form, because
of both their numerical scarcity and the fact that they live in wealthy, often gated
neighbourhoods, while jetting around the world using their own private means of
transport. This means that the popular image of the rich is heavily shaped by TV
and the press, which often present them in a highly favourable light. This makes
for a radically different scenario compared to the one prevalent at the height of
the workers’ movement in the West. Industrial capitalists were directly
experienced on the shop floor by workers, and the hostility towards them could
be more easily personalised. In the dispersed and externalised workplace —
especially in the manufacturing sector — the boss is either invisible or not
perceived as the person in control, but rather as a mere relay of global forces —
and sometimes even as a victim of the system. By globalising production and
dislocating the economy from society, neoliberal externalisation has also
displaced the visceral antagonisms that developed around the workplace.



In response to these challenges, the left needs to consider its targets carefully
in order to work out how to make its representation of social conflict more
compelling and better grounded in everyday experience. It needs to find ways in
which the enmity now being directed at specific individuals among the super-
rich can be rendered more structural — aimed at the system stacked in favour of
the corporations that support them. Furthermore, it needs to realise that workers
often suspect intellectuals as much as entrepreneurs and fear that socialism,
rather than bringing liberation, will merely mean a shift from the dominance of
the latter to control by the former. Only by constructing a discourse in which the
fight against the economic oligarchy yields both greater economic protection and
more democratic control will it be possible to overcome these suspicions.



3

The Post-pandemic State

We live in a time in which the return of big government is invoked as the means
to deal with multiple crises — from the ‘state of exception’ and emergency
decrees during the Covid lockdowns to gigantic stimulus plans to resuscitate an
ailing economy, from the successful management of the pandemic by the
Chinese government and other East Asian countries that have historically
embraced developmental statism to discussions about the need for an activist
state to deal with climate change, state interventionism is coming back with a
vengeance. As Foreign Policy declared in March 2020: “We are all statists now.’

! Similarly, in the Financial Times Janan Ganesh wrote: ‘The terms of political
discourse have moved unmistakably in favour of government over just a few
weeks. We are living through a reputational comeback for what conservatives

have disdained as the “administrative state”.” 2 While, at the height of the
neoliberal era, the consensus view was that the state was wasteful, and that
government intervention should be minimal, today even free market centrists are
forced to make ideological concessions on the issue. This trend crucially affects
the relationship between the state and the economy. As argued by Grace
Blakeley, the present scenario increasingly resembles the condition described by
Lenin as ‘state monopoly capitalism’, a regime under which government and
corporations, far from being independent, are increasingly fused together. 3 In a
time of Bidenomics and resurgent keynesianism, ‘the challenge we face is not
agitating for more state intervention’; rather ‘we must concern ourselves with



how state power is being used — and who is wielding it’. * While post-neoliberal
neostatism seems to offer an opening for socialist politics, the present condition
is best conceived as a new political and ideological battleground over which the
nationalist right and socialist left are fighting to define the post-neoliberal world.

Radically diverging narratives describing the direction and purpose of the
post-pandemic state are emerging at opposite ends of the political spectrum. The
national populism of the 2010s already had a statist component. Most notably,
the statist turn on the right has taken the form of a new ‘authoritarian statism’, to
use Poulantzas’s phrase, which emphasises the state’s coercive and disciplinary

function and the repression of popular struggles. ® This authoritarian statism is
exemplified by the way the nationalist right has used the state to attack
minorities, migrants and dissidents — something that became vividly apparent in
the US with the 2020 Black Lives Matter protests, when heavily armed police
were deployed in many cities to break the demonstrations. In Italy, Matteo
Salvini often wore shirts sporting police force insignia in public to express his
support for law enforcement officers and vowed in his brief period as minister of
the interior to restore security to Italy by any means. In June 2018, for example,
he stopped an NGO ship rescuing migrants at sea, proclaiming: ‘The state is
going back to being the state.’ ©

On the economic front, the nationalist right has done away selectively with
some of the anti-statist tenets that were prevalent in the neoliberal era. It has
embraced a ‘proprietarian protectionism’, focused on defending local capital
from international competition, so as to buttress the existing system of property.
Besides partly abandoning fiscal conservatism, it has turned its back on the
neoliberal free-trade consensus that, until recently, overwhelmingly dominated
the conservative camp. Starting in 2018, Donald Trump has pursued a fierce
trade war with China, accusing its main trading partner of unfair commercial
practices. In the UK, Boris Johnson stressed that Brexit offered the opportunity
for a new era of state economic interventionism.

The left’s vision of the interventionist state is informed by a social
protectivism advocating a rejuvenation of Keynesian ideas and social-democratic
priorities. Progressives have demanded a recuperation and extension of the
welfare state, a revision of trade treaties, and greater latitude in state aid for
strategic firms, to avoid a repetition of the humiliating scene of countries
scrambling for scarce medical supplies and vaccines on the international market.
Furthermore, the left has viewed the pandemic as an opportunity to shift the
balance of the economy towards public ownership and revive a more proactive
industrial policy, along the lines of the ‘entrepreneurial state’ discussed by



Mariana Mazzucato, and to expand access to health and education, while giving

workers a say in how their companies are run. 7 This progressive protectivist
vision projects an egalitarian state shielding society from economic exposure and
discrimination; it combines a reassertion of effective state action with a
strengthening of democratic control over its decisions.

This change in discourse cutting across the political spectrum reflects a
radical transformation in the popular perception of politics. In a world ensnared
by geopolitical chaos and economic decline, citizens are looking to the state as a
possible source of stability and security. Resurrecting the power of the state
appears as the necessary answer to the political dilemmas of the Great Recoil:
the neoliberal rollback of the state is now seen as the root cause of our societal
crises. To return to the Platonic metaphor of the ship of state, many leaders have
come to see the neoliberal state as a rudderless vessel, incapable of weathering
coming global storms. The issue that divides them is what new course should be
set by the ship of state.

The State Is Back

The current transformation in perceptions of the state stems from a moment of
collective realisation. A number of recent events have produced a
‘demonstration effect’ illustrating the continuing power and necessity of
government. The 2020 coronavirus emergency called for a level of state
mobilisation not seen in most countries since the end of World War II. Political
leaders the world over have passed emergency measures, often by decree and
through the partial suspension of parliamentary prerogatives. Police forces, and
sometimes the army, have been mobilised to guarantee observance of
quarantines and to transport medical materials, and even coffins containing the
bodies of victims of Covid-19. Governments have had to build emergency
hospitals, taking inspiration from those built at lightning speed in China to treat
the ill, to roll out mass testing programmes to identify those infected, including
asymptomatic patients, and to initiate massive vaccination campaigns, while
hiring thousands of extra doctors and nurses.

Nevertheless, the coronavirus pandemic is only the culmination of a series of
crises that have contributed to a reassertion of the role of the state as a pillar of
collective welfare and survival. The 2008 financial crisis already highlighted the
dishonest ideological view that markets are capable of solving every societal
problem unhindered by government. The pretence that the market was



independent from the state ground to a halt on the day the Wall Street banks had
to be bailed out by tax payers. Financial companies, such as Royal Bank of
Scotland, HSBC and Lloyds in the UK, and AIG, Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac
in the United States were exposed as giants with feet of clay whose life or death
depended on the decisions of government. This demonstration of the state’s role
in guaranteeing the conditions for market survival exposed the fact that markets
can only be efficient when shielded by active patronage of the state. 8
Furthermore, it indirectly revealed the state’s complicity in corporate power and
a distribution of wealth and income skewed in favour of the rich, putting the
phrase ‘socialism for the rich’ back into circulation.

The coronavirus crisis and its disastrous management in many Western
countries has only reinforced these lessons, emphasising the need for effective
government action. The sudden halt to economic activity pushed many
companies to the brink of bankruptcy, and unemployment hit the double digits
almost immediately. Governments offered lines of credit to companies and
benefits to workers in order to prevent the economy from collapsing, in the
largest coordinated government stimulus since the Great Depression. While, in
2008, states devoted their resources to saving banks, in 2020 they were forced to
bail out the entire economic system. As Julian Borger noted in the Guardian ,
the neoliberal suspicion of the state, expressed in Ronald Reagan’s famous
assertion, ‘The nine most terrifying words in the English language are: I’'m from
the government and I’m here to help’, seemed to have come into head-on
conflict with contemporary reality. °

Emergency statism has also been partly accepted by the neoliberal centre.
Policy-makers in the US, and to a lesser extent in the EU, have shelved the fiscal
conservatism of the neoliberal era, approving massive stimulus programmes that
strongly increase public investment and social transfers. Nevertheless, even in
such circumstances, the main recipients of government largesse have continued
to be private corporations, to which generous subsidies and financial
arrangements have been offered. In fact, the return of statism does not guarantee
a turn towards progressive social policies. As argued by Grace Blakeley,
stimulus programmes were used first and foremost to protect big firms and to

give handouts to the capitalist class in a repetition of what happened in 2008. °
At a symbolic level, the positive effect of the state’s response to the pandemic
has been that many have come to realise that much of people’s livelihood is
based on the provision of public services including healthcare, state education
and social welfare, and that ultimately without good public services the national
economy and private companies suffer.



Massive state intervention is also required to deal with the titanic
environmental challenges that lie ahead. Some activists have discussed the need

for a ‘climate Leviathan’ to hasten a post-carbon transition. ' The rapid cuts in
emissions, massive climate change adaptation and transformations of energy
infrastructure that are needed in order to avoid the most catastrophic climate
change scenarios can be achieved only under the aegis of a daring interventionist
state. The domino effect involving overlapping economic, environmental and
health crises is making citizens aware of the central role of government in
shaping our individual and collective destinies, for both good or ill, as well as
highlighting how some of the injustices of the present system are taking place on
the watch of the nation-states. A reality that was difficult to acknowledge in the
1990s and 2000s, in a time of economic growth and rampant consumerism, has
become incontrovertible after a decade of austerity that has resulted in economic
chaos and geopolitical turmoil. Post-war social-democratic statism strove to
overcome fascist and communist statism while keeping inequality at bay.
Protective statism is needed today in order to defeat the threat from the
nationalist right and restore security in society.

While moving away from neoliberal laissez-faire, we should be careful not to
fall into the opposite trap of statolatry — the worship of the state as an infallible
actor. Hard-earned lessons from the twentieth century about the possible
totalitarian tendencies of statist regimes should not be overlooked. The history of
the states of the former Soviet Bloc provides a reminder of the risk of wholly
subordinating society to the state. Furthermore, statism was as much an attribute
of fascism as of communism. Fascists accompanied strong state intervention and
industrial policy with a strenuous defence of private financial interests and major
capitalist firms; meanwhile, workers saw their wages stagnate and democracy
and civil rights were stolen away from citizens. Dictators such as Hitler and
Mussolini built a ‘corporatist state’ in which the interests of economic classes
and occupational groups would supposedly be reconciled, once all forms of
social conflict had been silenced. Hence, the return of the state does not
necessarily herald a more democratic world and indeed might usher in new
forms of oppression and exploitation.

The theory of the state has long been recognised as an Achilles’ heel of
Marxist thinking. While Marx was not blind to the question of the state and the
practical management of power, he did not develop a positive theory of what a
socialist state would look like. In The Communist Manifesto , Marx and Engels
famously depicted government as a ‘committee for managing the common

affairs of the whole bourgeoisie’. 12 Lenin took a similarly reductive viewpoint



when he wrote of ‘a special apparatus for compulsion which is called the state’.

13 In this view, the state was essentially the capitalist state — the weapon
protecting the rapacious hand of capital.

In his political writings, such as The Civil War in France and The Critique of
the Gotha Programme , Marx showed a more practical engagement with the
question of the state. Discussing the Paris Commune in the first draft of The
Civil War in France , he talked about the need for a ‘social republic’: ‘that is a
Republic which disowns the capital and landowner class of the State machinery
to supersede it by the Commune, that frankly avows “social emancipation” as
the great goal of the Republic and guarantees thus that social transformation by
the Communal organisation’. 4 Furthermore, in The Critique of the Gotha
Programme , he argued: ‘Freedom consists in the conversion of the state from an

organ superimposed on society, into one completely subordinated to it’. 1°
Nevertheless, compared with Marx’s economic analysis, these remarks were
provisional at best, offering little guidance on how to deal concretely with state
power.

A more fully drawn Marxian theory of the state did not emerge until Antonio
Gramsci addressed the subject. Writing in the aftermath of Bolshevism and
fascism, Gramsci reminded readers of the ‘autonomy of the political’,
acknowledging the role of state institutions in processes of social coordination,
reproduction and legitimation. His was a watered-down version of the Hegelian
view of the necessity of the state, which Hegel famously expressed in The
Philosophy of Right when he affirmed that the state is the ‘ethical whole, the

actualisation of freedom’ or even ‘the march of God in the world’. '® As Gramsci
stressed, the state performed a crucial structural function, holding together the
dominant power bloc within society. This unifying function was not limited to
the state’s apparatus of coercion, but also encompassed its ideological functions
the education system, the church, and all those structures through which

hegemony was exercised. 7 Borrowing a Machiavellian metaphor, Gramsci
argued that the state was similar to the centaur — a half-man, half-horse creature,

combining the brute force of repression with the soft power of persuasion. 18
Following in Gramsci’s footsteps, Nicos Poulantzas would affirm that the state
was ‘the factor of cohesion of a social formation and the factor of reproduction

of the conditions of production of a system’. 12 In this sense, society and the state
are not opposed, as the capitalist distinction between civil society and political
society leads us to assume. Rather, society can only exist by virtue of a state
apparatus holding it together as a social formation, thus guaranteeing its
continued existence.



State and Stabilitas

The association of the state with order, security and stability is alluded to in the
word itself. It is derived from the Latin status (condition, circumstances,
position), appearing in the early Middle Ages in various European languages and
popularised by its use in the work of Machiavelli. The preoccupation with the
status rei publicae , going back to Cicero, stems from the fact that the state is
seen as a stable, if not altogether permanent, structure, which also provides an
anchoring point in the event of major crises. Parties, movements, symbols and
leaders will come and go, but the state can usually be expected to outlast them
all, providing an institutional framework through which a society reproduces
itself. Nation-states — with their definition of a fixed territory considered to be
the home of a political community — have demonstrated remarkable stability. An
example of this tendency is provided by the many formerly colonised lands in
Africa, Asia and Latin America, whose borders have changed very little since
decolonisation, despite the fact that they were created by European imperialists
in blatant disregard for local ethnic and cultural divisions.

As post-Keynesian economist Hyman Minsky — the author of the prescient
work Stabilizing an Unstable Economy — noted, the stabilising function of the
state also applies in the economic realm — as, for example, in the role of

‘automatic stabilisers’ within the fiscal system. 2° This term is used to describe
the way in which, in phases of economic stagnation, citizens’ tax liabilities fall
due to a drop in their income, while state transfers increase in the form of
unemployment benefits and other social welfare provisions. These mechanisms
provide a means of evening out the fluctuations in the business cycle without
any active intervention by policymakers, thus resulting in economic stimulus
that can prevent the deepening of economic recessions. This is why the
dismantling of the welfare state pursued during the neoliberal era is not only
socially unfair, but also systemically dangerous. Many countries learned this
lesson the hard way during the coronavirus crisis, when they were obliged to
scramble to create ad hoc forms of social provision.

Obviously, the ostensible stability or even ‘harmony’ offered by the state —
celebrated by Menenius Agrippa in his famous Mons Sacer speech during the
first secession of the Roman plebs and by Confucius in The Analects — is often
simply a coded justification for class domination. 2! But the left, if it is sincere in
its determination to supplant the existing regime with a new one, cannot evade
the question of order. The strong appeal of the state’s promise of security and
stability among large sections of the popular classes who are particularly



vulnerable to hardship, and sensitive to social disruption and lack of security,
should never be underestimated. This demand for social security is particularly
resonant in the current circumstances, when patterns of life are marked by
extreme economic uncertainty due to the generalised exposure to global market
forces and disruptive, if not outright destructive, technological innovation.
While, until recently, prevailing common sense was pervaded by an acceptance
of the neoliberal emphasis on flexibility, adaptiveness and individual autonomy,
the experience of repeated crises has given new appeal to demands for stability
at many levels, starting with secure employment. In the neoliberal worldview, a
lifelong career as a humble state employee was perhaps the least appealing
prospect; today, however, many people would grasp at such an opportunity.

What the socialist left and nationalist right share is a criticism of the
neoliberal centre, whose gutting of the state has affected key stabilising
functions that allow society to achieve cohesion and navigate social
transformation. However, their views of the state diverge in relation to the
parameters of the security they demand from it. Like other keywords of the post-
neoliberal lexicon — such as sovereignty, protection and control — security is a
highly polysemic term. It can mean security against immigrants and other
‘undesirables’, delivered at the point of a truncheon or the barrel of a gun; but it
can also mean social security — the provision of a safety net to protect people
from economic hardship, and women and minorities from violence and
harassment. In line with the timeless motto ‘No justice, no peace!’ the left
should argue that the only form of security that can guarantee durable stability is
social security: protecting citizens from poverty and exclusion, and guaranteeing
that everyone’s basic needs for a decent life will be met. It is from this
standpoint of social security as the product of ongoing redistributive conflicts
that a progressive view of protective statism can be developed.

As Chapter 4 discussed, protection is a constitutive element of all political
communities: there is no political community without protection. The state is
implicated in a number of protective operations of the most disparate kinds —
defence against possible military attack; maintenance of public order; protection
of local industry against banks and the exigencies of the global market;
protection of the environment; various forms of social protection and insurance
(benefits, pensions, and so on); and the provision of public healthcare. These
various forms of protection are all routine functions of the state that guarantee
the reproduction of society and its ability to withstand internal and external
pressures. But each has a different genesis, and different political biases. In
Nicos Poulantzas’s words, state institutions are ‘the material condensation of a



class relationship of forces’ — the historically sedimented results of class

struggles. 22 For example, the law and order sort of protection has traditionally
been a signature policy of the right, while social protection — in the form of
public services, welfare provisions and strong unions — has traditionally been
identified with the socialist left.

If these protective functions of the state, long taken for granted, are now
becoming the object of political contention, it is because the neoliberal
dismantling of the state has eroded many of them — in particular macro-
economic protective functions. From trade tariffs, progressively eliminated due
to global trade integration, to the weakening of labour regulations in the name of
flexibility, societies and governments have been deprived of key means of
protection. Particularly affected has been the state’s ability to control monetary,
fiscal and industrial policy and to withstand the pressure of markets and
multinational corporations. As a result of this sustained attack, the neoliberal
state resembles a lame beast. This is dangerous for democracy, given that, as
observed by Nicos Poulantzas, ‘it should indeed be remembered that wild

animals are most dangerous when they are wounded’. 2> In fact, under
neoliberalism, the erosion of state economic interventionism was accompanied
by a progressive strengthening of the repressive apparatus of the state in many
countries. Precisely because the state was no longer attending to the mission of
guaranteeing full employment, social security and stability, it had to strengthen
the coercive means at its disposal for keeping in line the growing numbers of
those on the losing end of the new order. The rapid growth in incarceration rates
in the US in the aftermath of Clinton’s social welfare reforms is a sad case in
point. 24

The coercive face of the state can project an impression of decisiveness and
effectiveness that economic intervention has, by and large, lost due to a
pervasive global interdependency that leaves little room for manoeuvre on
macroeconomic policy. It is not by chance that, in the present era, in many
countries the ministry of the interior has come to be more coveted than the
ministry of industry or finance. A minister of the interior can easily refuse entry
to a rescue ship at a national port, or order a raid against squatters occupying a
building, as Salvini has repeatedly done. But an economic minister cannot so
easily stop a company from moving jobs overseas, or prevent digital
corporations from avoiding taxes, without bringing into question the accepted
norms of neoliberal globalisation. This situation is a boon for the right, which
has traditionally appealed to voters concerned about crime and interested in law-
and-order policies. Therefore, a key question is establishing the degree to which



it is possible to overcome this imbalance and revive forms of state economic
interventionism that have long been abandoned. To explore these issues in the
continuation of the chapter we will examine the new economic and trade policies
pursued by the right and the left.

The Right's Corsair State

The proprietarian protectionism at the heart of the right’s post-neoliberal vision
is only partly neo-statist. It shares with neoliberalism precisely its orientation
towards the defence of private property and low taxation; what sets it apart from
neoliberalism is, first and foremost, its embrace of trade protectionism. The
nationalist right’s distancing from neoliberal orthodoxy on free trade has been
one of the most remarkable ideological transformations of the Great Recoil.
Leaders of various nationalist parties have radicalised a criticism of globalisation
and free trade that was already present in nuce in the New Right during the
1980s and 1990s, and brought it into the political mainstream in the wake of
their electoral success. Trade protectionism has become the key component of
the national-populist vision of a ‘corsair state’, in which the state is conceived as
something akin to a pirate ship prowling the seas of the world looking for spoils,
while fighting aggressively against the vessels of other nations.

This turn towards protectionism has been most clearly manifested in Donald
Trump’s four years as US president. Trump’s stated objective at the beginning of
his presidency was re-shoring US manufacturing jobs that had moved overseas,
for which he blamed unfair competition from China and Europe. Before
becoming president, Trump had accused Beijing of profiting from an artificially
undervalued currency; during the 2016 election campaign, he repeatedly
criticised China and Germany of unfair competition allowing them to reap
enormous trade surpluses. After becoming president, he began imposing tariffs
on goods such as solar panels, washing machines, as well as steel and
aluminium, sparking tensions with trade partners including Canada, Mexico and
the European Union. In 2018 he turned against China, setting tariffs on Chinese
goods totalling US$500 billion. China retaliated, levying tariffs of US$185
billion on US imports. This tit-for-tat process sparked intense commercial
tensions and uncertainty about future economic prospects. The trade war was
eventually halted with the signing of the Phase One Trade Deal in January 2020,
in which China committed to increasing its purchase of US products by US$200
billion by the end of 2021, as well as making commitments on intellectual



property, forced technology transfers and currency manipulation.

Trump celebrated the deal as a victory; but, according to many analysts, it
was at best Pyrrhic. The trade war had negative effects on the US economy,
including a slowdown in growth, amounting to between 0.3 per cent and 0.7 per
cent in 2019, and the loss of up to 300,000 jobs as a consequence of falling
demand from China and a redirection of trade flows away from the United

States, causing hundreds of farms and freight companies to go bankrupt. %°
Furthermore, many commentators have raised doubts over whether China will
ever honour the trade deal. Imports from the United States have stagnated partly
as a consequence of trade disruption caused by the Covid-19 pandemic while
exports from China to the US grew by 46 per cent.

The confrontation between the United States and China has increasingly
focused on the tech sector. The US government has taken measures against the
dominant role played by Chinese telecommunications giant Huawei in the 5G
mobile technology infrastructure, arguing that its persistence would lead to
Chinese control over strategic communication networks, with nefarious
implications for national security. This development was compounded by
Trump’s threat to ban popular video-sharing app TikTok in the summer of 2020,
eventually forcing the company to sell its US operation. During the longstanding
trading dispute of 2018-20, the United States has used its control over the
microchip sector, on which Chinese industry remains dependent, as a
stranglehold to force the Chinese into submission. For their part, Chinese
authorities have frequently threatened bans on the export to the United States of
rare-earth materials, 80 per cent of which are mined in China, and which are
essential for the production of all sorts of technological products, from
smartphones to wind turbines. This dispute is a reflection of how digital
technology — a key tool of control in contemporary societies — has come to be
perceived as a decisive area for the exercise of sovereignty. In the present world,
political sovereignty cannot exist without some degree of technological
sovereignty.

A similar protectionist stance has been articulated by other leaders on the
nationalist right, such as Matteo Salvini, Marine Le Pen and Boris Johnson, who
have often blamed deindustrialisation and the loss of manufacturing jobs in their
countries on free trade. However, this discourse is strongly contradicted in
practice. Despite their fiery denunciation of the European Union, leaders like
Salvini and Viktor Orban have strong interests in the maintenance of European
trade, since they enjoy support from companies that build semi-finished products
for German industry. In fact, in the course of 2020 Salvini reneged on much of



his anti-EU discourse when he came under pressure from members of the party
who are close to the export industry. Similarly, while Brexit was often presented
by its populist advocates as a protectionist move to defend against foreign
competition for jobs, especially in the manufacturing and fishing industries, in
practice it embodies an aggressive, mercantilist conception of free trade. The
driving motivation behind changes in trade policy was to overcome what were
perceived to be excessively restrictive EU trade, labour and environmental
regulations, including on the importing of goods banned within the EU and on
foreign investment in the healthcare sector — as revealed by a document leaked
during the 2019 election campaign according to which the NHS was ‘on the
table’ in negotiations between the United States and the UK. 26

This intermixing of protectionist and free-trade impulses is not altogether
surprising. Free trade, rather than being completely ‘free’, is always framed and
regulated by numerous measures that guarantee extensive protection to
multinational corporations, including ‘patents, copyrights, licenses, business
secrets, trade tariffs, the police [...], insurance, the entire veil of property law,
the courts, the might of the state when needed here and abroad, and now, of
course, the World Trade Organization’, as US labour activist Kim Moody

argues. 27 In this context, private corporations are not to be understood simply as
independent private entities, but rather as strategic extensions of nation-states,
much like the chartered colonial companies of previous centuries. This attitude is
revealed, for example, in Boris Johnson’s bellicose rhetoric describing the UK as
‘world beating’ — a development of the view of a ‘buccaneering capitalism’ as
articulated by former prime minister David Cameron. Similar in spirit is the
reference made by right-wing politicians to a US or British ‘exceptionalism’,
supposedly allowing them to do what other countries are barred from.

What this ambiguous stance reveals is that — rather than doing away with
globalisation, as their public discourse suggests — the real agenda of nationalist-
populist leaders entails digging trenches from which the global trade war can be
more conveniently fought. The protectionist measures they espouse have no
connection to supposed goals of social or environmental improvement. The
right’s application of tariffs is disconnected from any industrial policy that might
lead to future breakthroughs in technology and overall well-being. It is the
typical ‘beggar-thy-neighbour’ policy, intended to put other nations and their
industries at a disadvantage. Ultimately, as Moody notes, ‘Competition and
protection are the two means to maximizing profits in the world market place.
The more vicious the global competition, the more barbed the wire of protection

that capital seeks.” 22 Rather than providing a cure for the sense of exposure



engendered by neoliberal globalisation, the right’s mercantilist instincts risk
opening such wounds further — especially for workers who will need to pay more
for basic goods, and will find fewer employment opportunities because of
escalating trade wars.

The class bias of proprietarian protectionism is all the more apparent when
we move from trade policies to examine fiscal and labour policies, which remain
very much in line with those of the neoliberal era. While the right has often
adopted a ‘workerist’ rhetoric, it has directly attacked workers’ rights and their
ability to organise, demonstrating a profoundly individualistic economic ethos
bordering on social Darwinism. The most infamous case of such legislation is
Viktor Orban’s ‘slave law’ — a reform in labour regulation that allows companies

to demand workers work 250 to 400 extra hours per year. >° Many other
nationalist leaders have pursued similar moves to curtail workers’ rights. Donald
Trump launched a ‘Pledge to American Workers’ programme designed to
‘expand programs that educate, train, and reskill American workers’. In the 2020
State of the Union address, Trump claimed: ‘Our agenda is relentlessly pro-
worker’. Despite these inklings of state corporatism, his actions in government
strongly undermined collective bargaining, repealing modest labour regulations
that had been introduced by Barack Obama. While unemployment fell during the
initial part of his term, wages continued to stagnate.

This pro-business bias is even clearer in the right’s tax policies, the policy
area that is most in continuity with the neoliberal agenda. Trump’s flagship 2017
tax reform, worth US$1.5 trillion, overwhelmingly benefited the rich. Top
marginal tax rates were significantly reduced. As Emmanuel Saez and Gabriel
Zucman argue in The Triumph of Injustice , Trump’s tax cuts have exacerbated
social inequality. The richest families now pay an effective tax rate of 23 per

cent — lower than the bottom half of US households, which pay 24.2 per cent. 3
In fact, Trump’s initial coronavirus stimulus bill worth $2.2trillion (the CARES
act) also contained $135 billion in tax breaks for the rich — four times the amount

provided to house and feed citizens. 3! As the Economic Policy Institute noted,
Donald Trump ‘systematically rolled back workers’ rights to form unions and
engage in collective bargaining with their employers, to the detriment of

workers, their communities, and the economy’. 3? The taxation proposals of the
European nationalist right are even more extreme. Matteo Salvini and Viktor
Orban have toyed with the idea of a flat-rate income tax — a policy that would
only magnify existing inequalities. The right’s promise of a departure from
neoliberal globalisation thus heralds the combination of mercantilist trade
policies with a Social Darwinist attitude to labour and taxation. If anything, it



offers an even worse prospect than neoliberal capitalism: a nationalist state
monopoly capitalism in which monopoly capital is protected by the full force of
the corporatist state, while workers are even more ruthlessly exploited.

The Left's Social Protectionism

The view of the state as a means of economic protection takes radically different
forms on the left from those deployed by the right. The left focuses on the goal
of social protection rather than the defence of property, and it seeks to pursue a
more pacific trade protectionism based on regulations and measures against
social and environmental dumping, rather than indiscriminate tariffs designed to
punish economic competitors. This position is well represented by the
declarations of some leftist leaders who have espoused what Jean-Luc

Mélenchon has termed ‘solidarity protectionism’. 33 In 2019, Labour shadow

chancellor John McDonnell remarked: ‘“We reject the whole principle of free

trade’; 3* and in 2020, Bernie Sanders commented: ‘We need a trade policy that

benefits American workers and creates living-wage jobs, not unfair trade
agreements written by multi-national corporations.’ 3°

Opposition to new trade treaties proposed in the late 2010s, such as the
botched Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP), are a further
indication of the growing protectionist sentiment on the left. This proposed
bilateral trade treaty between the US and the EU was roundly criticised by trade
unions, NGOs and environmental activists, who decried its likely impact on food
safety, jobs and national sovereignty. Furthermore, questions were raised about
its implications for democracy given the secrecy surrounding its negotiation —
the records of which were classified. The new US president, Joe Biden, rather
than departing from Trump’s protectionism, has pursued his own protectionist
course, continuing the aggressive stance towards China of his predecessor, and
dictating ‘Buy American’ rules redirecting public procurement towards national
products and services.

Trade protectionism is certainly not new to the left. Many socialist
governments have embraced protectionist measures as necessary instruments to
defend fledgling industries. The import-substitution policies pursued by
emerging countries in the post-war era to reduce their reliance on core capitalist
nations are an example of this. But the main components of the economic course
proposed by the likes of Sanders and Mélenchon draw attention because they
mark a discursive rupture with left discourse in recent decades; while isolated



figures, such as anti-trade campaigner Walden Bello, have long stressed the need
for de-globalisation, many centre-left politicians accepted global integration as a
fait accompli . 3°

Marxists like to emphasise the internationalism of Marx and Engels, who
supported free trade against protectionism. But their opinion was strongly
qualified. In his 1848 speech, ‘On the Question of Free Trade’, delivered at the
Democratic Association of Brussels shortly before The Communist Manifesto
was published, Marx argued: “When you have overthrown the few national
barriers which still restrict the progress of capital, you will merely have given it
complete freedom of action’, and asserted that ‘[a]ll the destructive phenomena
which unlimited competition gives rise to within one country are reproduced in
more gigantic proportions on the world market’. Only in the conclusion to his
speech did he express tactical support for free trade, saying that, ‘in general, the
protective system of our day is conservative, while the free trade system is
destructive’, and therefore ‘the free trade system hastens the social revolution. It
is in this revolutionary sense alone, gentlemen, that I vote in favour of free

trade.” 37

In our current circumstances, in which the arrival of a proletarian revolution
seems quite a remote eventuality, few activists on the socialist left would be
ready to accept such an argument in defence of free trade. While it has allowed
access to consumer goods at very low prices, unregulated global trade has been
used as a means to suppress workers’ wages and rights, while chain retailers and
e-commerce have pushed local businesses out of the market. Ha-Joon Chang, the
bestselling Korean economist who was part of Labour’s New Economics
initiative, argues that ‘free trade’ is a myth that has been peddled by the most
powerful economic states to emerging economies, in order to turn the latter into

hunting grounds for the multinational corporations originating in the former. 38
Today’s hegemonic free trader was yesterday’s laggard trying to catch up by
protecting domestic industry. Accepting the gospel of free trade at face value
entails a self-inflicted subservience to the rapacious logic of international
capitalism.

The left’s dominant attitude to trade policy is different from that exhibited by
Donald Trump and other nationalist leaders in a number of respects. First, it is
framed not in terms of a competition between national economies, or of the
pursuit of mercantilist policies, but in terms of fostering socially just and
environmentally sustainable development within and among nations. Second, its
aim is to set moderate tariffs as a means of introducing some level of friction in
global trade that might act as a guardrail against the most obnoxious forms of



social dumping, while emphasising the need for stricter social and environmental
standards. Besides tariffs, other available measures that have recently been
discussed include bans on imports that are environmentally destructive, such as
goods with excessive plastic packaging; certifications of compliance with
minimum social and environmental standards; greater leeway in infringing
intellectual property when faced with medical need or the necessity of catching
up technologically with competitors. Furthermore, socialists argue that
governments should make more liberal use of state subsidies to support strategic
industries and firms, allowing countries to reduce economic dependency in
certain areas — for example, computing and communication.

This difference in approach is important, given the strong suspicion towards
trade protectionism on the left. It is often argued that protectionism damages
workers. Countries on the receiving end of protectionist measures will usually
reciprocate, with the consequence that many products and services become more
expensive for the final customers. This does much to explain why large sections
of the labour movement have, throughout history, had more sympathy for free
trade than for protectionism. However, protectionism is always a matter of
degrees. It is one thing to engage in an outright trade war, such as the one waged
by Donald Trump against China; but quite another to introduce more limited
rules and moderate tariffs in areas particularly exposed to social and
environmental dumping. An effective overhaul of international trade will also
entail the drafting of new international trade agreements enshrining minimum
labour and environmental standards. Fair-trade activists have long demanded
that the International Labour Organization be strengthened and that its core
labour standards, identified in the Declaration of the Fundamental Principles
and Rights at Work , become an integral part of the regulation of global trade.

Opposition to global economic integration is often accompanied by demands
for a re-localisation of the economy. Environmental activists have long
emphasised the need for a local re-anchoring of the economy, as a means to
increase sustainability and empower local communities. Socialists are
increasingly embracing this view. An example of this trend can be found in the
public contracting practices of local authorities as in the so-called ‘Preston
model’, that was a signature proposal of Jeremy Corbyn’s economic vision. The
term refers to the economic model pioneered in the Lancashire city, where the
Labour council implemented new rules on public contracting that committed
local authorities to only using local suppliers. ° The experiment was hailed as a
successful example of ‘civic socialism’; unemployment fell below the national
average. This logic of relocalisation is very relevant to the battle against climate



change, given that the carbon footprint of global trade, including for example the
carbon dioxide emissions produced by merchant ships, is a notable enemy of

ecological sustainability. 4!

Many commentators on the left have also stressed the need to re-impose
controls on capital accounts, and this issue has also been discussed in US and

EU policy circles. 4> Some rightly caution that, due to the current degree of
integration in international capital markets, the unilateral introduction of capital
controls may come at a very high cost. Rather than dreaming of ‘magic switches’
that can reinstate capital controls immediately, a realistic approach to this
question would proceed incrementally, concentrating on establishing the
technical and political conditions for such a policy to be viable. A tax on
financial transactions, such as the famous ‘Tobin Tax’, or financial residency
regulations limiting capital mobility, would be useful not only to generate tax
revenues, but also to chart the movements of private capital, thus improving the
‘legibility’ of financial transactions from the state’s perspective, as a necessary
step towards introducing a degree of friction into capital flows.

In coming years, the demand for growing protectionism, and the move from
globalisation to ‘regionalisation’ (in the sense of world regions), may led to a sea
change in trade and investment policies. While it is true that global integration
can be a force for prosperity for some, it must not continue to be a source of
economic insecurity and social dislocation for most.

Monetary Autonomy

Monetary policy is a fundamental lever of political control over the economy;
throughout history, the state’s right to issue currency has been one of its main
prerogatives. Hobbes famously described money as the Leviathan’s blood,
coursing through its economic veins. But this key element of sovereignty has
been severely weakened during recent decades. Globalisation has wrested away
state control over the currency and the money supply through the
internationalisation of global finance. At the same time, the growing emphasis
on central bank independence under neoliberalism has facilitated the oligarchic
drift in economic policy-making. The debate about monetary policy has been
particularly intense in the European Union, given the many unpopular decisions
taken by the European Central Bank in the aftermath of the 2008 crisis. Both
moderate left economists like Joseph Stiglitz and radical ones like Costas
Lapavitsas have harshly criticised the behaviour of the European Central Bank



and the painful social consequences of adoption of the euro, especially for
southern European countries such as Italy, Spain and Greece. 43

One manifestation of a renewed interest in post-Keynesian economics is the
popularity acquired by Modern Monetary Theory (MMT). MMT postulates a
new ‘general theory of money’, which is, broadly speaking, the opposite of
conservative monetarism. Initially formulated in the United States by former
broker Warren Mosler and scholar L. Randall Wray, MMT holds not only that
deficits and debt are not such significant problems as neoliberals suggest, but

that the state has no real financial constraints on its spending. ** According to
proponents of MMT, any state that controls its own currency can always pay for
its goods, services and debts by using ‘monetary financing’ — in other words,
governments can pay for their spending by printing more money. MMT
economists such as Stephanie Kelton have voiced criticism of the ‘deficit myth’

— namely, the idea that deficit spending is wasteful and a threat to solvency.
This is tantamount to heresy among neoclassical economists, who traditionally
recommend that all public spending be fully funded, either through taxation or
cuts in other departments, and that central banks should not engage in
discretionary monetary policy, focusing instead on maintaining price stability.

Embraced by the likes of Bernie Sanders and Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez,
MMT is useful in revealing the inconsistencies of neoliberal policies while
reviving Keynesian thinking on public investment and social spending as
multipliers of economic activity, thanks to their capacity to increase effective
demand. Furthermore, it has the merit of undermining monetarist orthodoxy
mandating fixed growth in the money supply. The suggestion that spending
deficits are no big problem, appears like a welcome antidote to a decade of
merciless austerity and insistence on the impotence of the state. However, MMT
also generates serious conundrums. In a floating exchange rate system, no state,
except perhaps the global hegemon, is in complete control of its currency. While
it is true that inflation is not necessarily the devastating threat neoliberals argue
it is, advocates of MMT can be guilty of overlooking inflation altogether — a risk
that has notably been a key reason for the repeated failure of populist projects in
Latin America.

MMT comes close to a ‘solutionism’ — as Grace Blakeley has argued. #° It
entails the naive belief that firm popular control over the central bank, combined
with a few keystrokes to issue more currency when required, can suffice to
redress deeply entrenched economic imbalances. An example of such banal
thinking is MMT’s sophistical argument that taxation is not necessary to fund
public spending, merely because of an accounting technicality — namely, the fact



that tax receipts are generated after state spending has taken place. MMT may
thus be read as an intellectual reflection of the pervasive financialisation of the
economy, at a time when central banks — and in particular the Fed and the ECB,
whose financial ‘bazookas’ are often invoked in times of crisis — have acquired
immense power. Furthermore, MMT focus on the money supply over other
economic processes diverts attention from questions of industrial policy and
public ownership, which are crucial to economic protection and democratic

control, and building a public economy focused on socially desirable ends. 4

A New Public Economy

After years of rampant privatisation and cuts to public services, it is essential to
invert the direction of travel. The coronavirus crisis has brutally revealed the
consequences of decades of cuts to public services — starting with health, which
has been ravaged by successive waves of privatisation. Self-described ‘First
World’ countries discovered they did not have enough hospital beds to
accommodate growing numbers of patients, or the necessary social welfare
measures to cope with the burgeoning unemployed. This crisis also illuminated
the nefarious social consequences of poorly funded education and childcare
services — especially for women, many of whom must carry most of the burden
of family care on top of their daily work.

A post-pandemic socialist platform needs to refocus attention on essential,
bread-and-butter issues that have for too long been overlooked, starting with
public services. The left’s long-standing defence of public services has been
dramatically vindicated by recent events, and current circumstances offer an
opening for an expansion of the social arm of the state. In recent years activists
have proposed an extension of ‘free at the point of use’ or subsidised services in
the field of transportation, medicine and even food. These policies, which are in
fact the revival of time-honoured socialist proposals, could prove electorally
rewarding; many surveys have pointed to large majorities supporting an
extension of government intervention, public services and welfare. 48

A particularly pressing question is that of social-welfare measures to deal
with ballooning unemployment amid the economic aftershock of the coronavirus
crisis and the major social emergency that we are likely to see during the 2020s.
While countries led by right-wing governments such as the UK adopted
emergency social measures, such as the furloughing of employees, which
covered 8.5 million workers, in many cases these measures will elapse after the



end of the coronavirus emergency with the risk of a devastating social
aftershock. Other governments have instead established new permanent social-
welfare provisions, such as the guaranteed minimum income approved in Spain
in May 2020. Surveys showed that it had broad popular backing, to the point that
even the far-right Vox Party was forced to reconsider its opposition. Rebuilding
a strong safety net is fundamental when facing an uncertain future. But this
needs to be accompanied by the creation of new jobs, especially in the public
sector, strong mobilisation for wage increases after years of stagnation and the
creation of a ‘job guarantee’, with government hiring those out of work as an
employer of last resort, as proposed by MMT theorists. 4°

The tide is also turning in discussions of industrial policy. In recent years,
many scholars have called for the state to pursue a more interventionist role.
Mariana Mazzucato’s reference to an ‘entrepreneurial state’ expresses the idea
that the government should become more involved in industrial policy, and that
it must often be willing to take risks — sometimes financial — in order to facilitate

innovation. °° Debates about the need for higher levels of economic intervention
have also unfolded in connection with discussions of climate change policies,
and in particular the Green New Deal proposed by progressives in the United
States. As popularised by Democratic congresswoman Alexandria Ocasio-
Cortez, the Green New Deal was designed to address both environmental
collapse and the economic hardship that will flow from it. This policy would
create millions of new jobs in manufacturing: an effective selling point for this
policy among the working class, including those in peripheral areas, where many
green projects would undoubtedly have to be based. >! Joe Biden has pledged $2
trillion in investments for a green transition; but the risk is that much of this
money will end up in the pockets of large corporations disingenuously laying
claim to green credentials.

Energy will be another key area of policy-making in coming years. Oil and
oil products account for around one fifth of the value of international trade. But a
number of signs point to the fact that the oil-based energy system is losing the
economic and political battle; meanwhile, renewable energy is becoming more
efficient and politically attractive. The expansion of renewables means, among
other things, that countries are likely to become more self-reliant in terms of
their energy production, given that wind and solar power are geographically
more uniformly distributed than fossil fuel deposits. The replacement of oil-
based energy with renewable energy may also help shift economic patterns,
acting as a form of indirect import-substitution. Increasing local energy
production would reduce imports, and thus reduce the need for exports to pay for



them. This, in turn, would release more resources to be consumed and invested
locally in the framework of a more ‘circular’ and localised economy.

A real recovery of public control over the economy should also involve the
nationalisation of all strategic utility companies and the socialisation of credit —
an area where private banks have failed, declining to provide finance to crisis-
stricken  businesses and households. Water, gas, electricity and
telecommunications are ‘natural monopolies’ that have been inappropriately
privatised during the neoliberal era, depriving the state of control over strategic
parts of the economy. Credit should be redirected away from speculative finance
and towards productive activities through the creation of public banks and the
nationalisation of ailing financial institutions. While, as Engels argued, state
ownership does not necessarily do away with capitalism, he added that it is ‘the
handle to the solution’, and indeed nationalisation has been a traditional goal of

socialist and social-democratic governments. > The blueprint of Chinese state
capitalism, the French model of mixed capitalism and the Italian state’s
ownership of strategic enterprises are often cited as examples of how countries
might build more self-reliant economic systems. Nationalised industry can
enable profits to be captured for the public good and facilitates stronger worker
control over the management of businesses; it is also, from time to time, a matter
of necessity, if strategically important private companies, considered ‘too big to
fail’, are to be prevented from going bankrupt.

A debate has recently opened about the state’s role in the management of
companies — such as various UK rail franchisees or the Italian aviation company
Alitalia — that had to be temporarily nationalised to avoid bankruptcy. Politicians
have debated whether the state should claim its quota, or ‘golden share’, on
company boards. Unsurprisingly, representatives of the capitalist class strongly
opposed government intervention in the governance of companies. But these
criticisms seem to go against the prevailing public sentiment. While, in the
aftermath of the 2008 crisis, governments offered free money to banks and large
businesses without asking for anything in return, this time it will be more
difficult to make the public swallow such an arrangement. The massive funds
injected by the state into private companies in the aftermath of the coronavirus
crisis have to be used as a unique opportunity to reassert public interests in
economic decisions, and that includes the possibility of expanding state
ownership.

A public economy is by its nature less exposed to attack by capitalists,
including relocation. One cannot easily offshore a schoolteacher, nor can foreign
investors conclude a takeover of a company in which the state holds a golden



share. The reconstruction of an economy with strong state participation could
provide countries with heavier ballast to weather economic storms and reduce
economic dependency. Some fear that expanding public ownership of firms will
lead to uncontrolled proliferation of technocracy. To avoid the bureaucratisation
characteristic of the social-democratic past, an expansion of the public economy
should be combined with new forms of democratic control, including the
participation of workers in the governance of firms and a democratic
transformation of economic planning. 3

An economy directed towards the public good will also need to rein in of the
power of multinational companies. Besides companies such as Nike,
McDonald’s and Benetton, whose rapacity has already been denounced by the
anti-globalisation movement, the 2010s have been marked by the triumph of
digital corporations — including Google, Facebook, Amazon, Airbnb and Uber —
that have used the virtual nature of their activities as an excuse for all sorts of
unfair practices. These companies’ disruptive business model has so far been
predicated on the cannibalisation of existing local markets in services; hence its

description as an ‘extractivist capitalism’. °* Online retailers have destroyed high
streets all over the world; Amazon alone has condemned to closure food retailers
and bookshops that were important pillars of local communities. Meanwhile,
Uber has driven thousands of local taxi companies out of business. Protecting
the local economy, including small and medium businesses and the self-
employed, from the ravages of these multinational entities is an essential
prerequisite in fostering a more self-reliant economic ecosystem. This is
especially important in the wake of the Covid crisis, which has severely
damaged the petty bourgeoisie of shopkeepers, artisans and bar and restaurant
owners, rendering them even more receptive to the blandishments of the
nationalist right. Furthermore, the slow rollout of vaccines, especially in
Continental Europe, and the profiteering behaviour of companies such as
AstraZeneca and Pfizer, has sparked outrage and led to calls for waiving vaccine
patents and nationalising vaccine production. To forestall widespread social
despair in the aftermath of the coronavirus emergency, it is necessary to
construct a social protective state, one that takes strategic industries under
national ownership and ensures that important decisions affecting jobs and
people’s livelihoods are brought back under the control of the public. A key
condition for the success of this mission is the reconstruction of a sense of
community and citizenship, starting from the national level, as we will see in the
next chapter.



9

Democratic Patriotism

A key question for socialists amid the present crisis of globalisation is how to
resolve the conflict between nation-states and the global market, at a time when
the former have been weakened by the latter, leading to a widespread sense of
agoraphobia. One of the most surprising social effects of the pandemic was the
way it was initially accompanied by a swelling of patriotic sentiment in most
countries. From China to Italy and Spain, citizens hung signs and national flags
from their balconies, coming out at set times to applaud nurses, doctors, cleaners
and other key workers on the front line of the pandemic, and sang popular local
songs by way of encouragement, such as the Spanish song ‘ Resistiré * (‘I Shall
Resist’). Politicians often called on citizens to demonstrate their unity and
behave responsibly; and, in surprising numbers, citizens showed that they would
observe their civic duties. The old notion of republican virtue, premised on a
sense of community, seemed to resur-face above the egotistical urges of
neoliberal possessive individualism.

This return of national and republican sentiment amid the Covid-19
emergency — what some people have described as ‘isolation patriotism’ — is yet
another manifestation of the resurfacing of modernist notions long overlooked
under neoliberalism. Not only is the crisis of globalisation putting key links in
the global trade chain in danger, thus undermining physical interconnectedness;
it is also highlighting the weakness of the forms of social identity that were
prevalent during neoliberalism’s heyday. The cosmopolitan consumerism that



for three decades fuelled the rise of the global middle class is now in disarray, as
world tourism and business travel have ground to a halt and have no short-term
prospect of returning to previous levels. It is thus time to consider what kind of
master identity might substitute for the vapid cosmopolitanism of the global era,
and in what ways we might reconcile socialists’ commitment to internationalism
and the fraternity of all peoples with the reality of the nation and nationhood,
and their stubbornness in the face of the forces of global market integration.

This revival of nationhood is most apparent on the right, which, true to form,
has eagerly beaten the drum of national chauvinism. In November 2016, the
cover of the Economist portrayed the arrival of a ‘New Nationalism’, signalled
by the figures of Vladimir Putin, Donald Trump and Nigel Farage playing
eighteenth-century war drums, while Marine Le Pen guided them, dressed in the
robes of the French Revolution’s mythical figure Marianne. Putin is considered
to be the mastermind of this nationalist wave. Since the 2010s, he has embraced
an aggressive nationalist rhetoric arguing that globalisation was an enemy of the
world’s peoples. Trump has also adopted an aggressive nationalist stance,
launching attacks on Iran’s top military brass and stoking trade disputes and
geopolitical confrontation with China. In France, Le Pen, whose propaganda
choreography invariably involves the tricolour, has repeatedly signalled her
Europhobic nationalism. In September 2018, she delivered a speech baldly titled
‘Nations Will Save Europe’. Meanwhile, Jair Bolsonaro adopted the nationalist,
and anti-secular, slogan ‘Brazil above everything, God above everyone!’ in his
victorious 2018 campaign. The popularity of Matteo Salvini since his ascent to
leadership of the Lega, which he reshaped into a national party, was largely
predicated on his jettisoning of Lombard regionalism and embrace of
nationalism.

On the left, denunciations of the aggressive nationalism of figures such as
Trump and Le Pen have gone hand in hand with a progressive reclaiming of
patriotism. In Spain, Pablo Iglesias has most clearly expressed a commitment to
civic patriotism, seeking to reappropriate national pride from Francoist bigotry,
reframing it in terms of a sense of duty towards the national community and its
constitution. He has often accused the right of wanting to claim exclusive
ownership of the nation, insisting that patriotism means not the waving of flags
but commitment to the country’s social values. In August 2019, Congresswoman
IThan Omar responded to racist attacks from Trump and his followers by stating
that she and Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez represented ‘true patriotism’, a patriotism
that was ‘not about blindly supporting a single Administration’ but about
‘fighting for our country and its dignity’ and ‘making sure people of our country



and our Constitution are uplifted and protected’. ! During the UK general
election campaign of 2019, Jeremy Corbyn declared that he considered himself a
patriot, while his successor, Keir Starmer, has celebrated the idea of a
‘progressive patriotism’. This revival of the celebration of nationhood has also
been manifested in many social movements — most recently the French Gilets
Jaunes, who have often adopted national symbols and a rhetoric of national
solidarity.

In order to develop a winning strategy in the present conjuncture, it is
necessary to take account of the identity crisis that has been caused by the
failures of globalisation. Rather than seeing locality and nationality as the
manifestations of an antediluvian particularism, it is time to adopt a more
sympathetic attitude towards people’s sense of belonging and national identity. It
must be acknowledged that democracy is by definition place-bound, the demos
being largely defined by its topos, the physical location where it is established,
and that actually existing democracies are still identified with the space of the
nation-state, while solidarity is by and large defined by local allegiances and
attachments to place. The solution to the false opposition between nationalism
and globalism should be a democratic patriotism that articulates democratic and
socialist goals in accordance with the culture, practices and customs of specific
polities, with their established common sense traditions and values. At the local
level, this recuperation of place-bound identities could be described as
‘provincial socialism’ — to expand on the municipal socialism developing in

many urban areas with strong left movements. 2 This term designates a strategy
aimed at tailoring political discourse to the concrete conditions of local
communities and their needs. Only by adopting the vantage point of nation and
locality will it be possible to develop a progressive politics responding to the
crises of identity that the era of neoliberal globalisation has left in its wake.

The Nation’s Homecoming

The current reframing of politics along national lines is a cultural shock for
many people, because it seems to go against the grain of the promise of an ever-

more interconnected globalisation culminating in a global cecumene . 3 As the
opening chapters made clear, neoliberal globalisation proclaimed the imminent
demise of the nation-state and its substitution by supranational organisations and
regional free trade areas along the lines of the European Union. It was expected
that intensifying economic and cultural integration would structurally weaken



nation-states. Global flows cutting across borders would create strong planetary
interdependence, leading to a re-mixing of people, products and cultures, in
something of a global melting pot. The international system of nation-states, in
force since the Westphalian treaty of 1648, would eventually be replaced by a
world governed under a single banner — either a common empire or a federation
of liberal democracies. *

Bold predictions of the coming of a post-national world seemed grossly
mistimed in the aftermath of the 2008 financial crash, and even more so since
the beginning of the coronavirus pandemic. Prophets of the demise of the nation-
state have underestimated how deeply ingrained nations are in political history
and people’s consciousness, as well as their centrality in organising mass
democracy. Even during the heyday of globalisation, nations never really went
away. As US sociologist Craig Calhoun showed in his emphatically titled
Nations Matter , liberals ‘underestimate the work done by nationalism and
national identities in organising human life as well as politics in the
contemporary world’, and overlook ‘how central nationalist categories are to ...

democracy, political legitimacy, and the nature of society itself’. ®> The
importance of the nation is only becoming more apparent, as the retreat of
globalisation appears to have rekindled national identifications.

Questions of nationhood are resurfacing with a vengeance at all levels in the
Great Recoil: in international negotiations, in trade policy, in debates about the
recovery fund in the EU and the public-health response to the pandemic and in
the race for coronavirus vaccines. This trend reflects the crisis of globalisation
and the geopolitical realignments engendered by it. Unrivalled US hegemony —
the central pillar on which the entire edifice of real-world globalisation rested —
is now faltering. Donald Trump’s disastrous handling of the pandemic, the
pressure of domestic revolts against institutional racism and the increasing
prominence of China are upsetting long-held geopolitical certainties and
reopening the grand game of international relations. Existing loyalties and
alignments having been thrown into disarray; numerous countries are seeking
new positions in a changing landscape, while bilateral relations and a greater
focus on regional integration steal the stage from global multilateralism.

The national question invoked here is specific to present historical conditions
and very different from the familiar pattern of struggles for national liberation.
Except for a few well-known cases — such as those of the Scots, the Quebecois,
the Catalans, the Kurds and the Palestinians — what is at stake is not the demand
for the independence of stateless nations. Rather, the crux of the matter is the
viability of well-established nations in a context in which much of their power



seems to have been lost due to the exposure and dislocations created by
neoliberal globalisation; not the formal independence of nations, but rather their
substantive, practical autonomy. This perception of a ‘lost nation’ that had to be
taken back was central to the narrative of Brexit, like that of many European
sovereigntyists clamouring for an exit from the EU, or the national-populist
sentiment that propelled Donald Trump into the White House. Yet, a similar
impression also infuses many progressive movements that denounce how
globalisation has denied power to ordinary people.

Nations and nationhood are famously divisive topics on the left, where ‘flag-
waving patriot’ is tantamount to an insult. The nation is customarily associated
with right-wing ideas, and the crude nationalism espoused today by figures like
Trump and Le Pen with wars, fascist movements, racism and oppression.
Nationalism has been wielded since the nineteenth century by conservative and
fascist forces as a means of subduing class conflict and crushing the left.
Socialists and communists have been branded as foreign agents and their
internationalism painted as a betrayal of fundamental patriotic commitments.
Nonetheless, by brushing off the national question and equating patriotism with
nationalism, the left fails to do justice to the historical meaning of these words,
and how they have been mobilised in the service of political revolution and
social reform.

The struggles for national independence and unification in Greece, Italy,
Hungary, Poland and Germany in the nineteenth century; the ‘patriotic wars’
conducted by Soviet Russia and other nations against Nazi domination; wars of
national liberation in Algeria, Cameroon, Angola, Vietnam and tens of other
countries — all such struggles for national liberation have been high on the list of
the left’s most cherished causes. Many central figures in the pantheon of
socialism, including Marx and Engels themselves, were involved in such
upheavals, and saw national independence as a legitimate democratic objective.
To this day, many left activists eagerly support national struggles for
independence. Moreover, Latin American socialist populism in Bolivia, Brazil,
Argentina and Venezuela has been deeply infused with patriotism. It is true that
making concessions to national identity is always a risk — during the 2010s some
leftist renegades have joined nationalist causes in an opportunistic bid to
reconnect with the working class. But branding anyone who does not subscribe
to a liberal, cosmopolitan worldview as ‘left nationalist’ is manifestly deluded.

Rather than considering the nation as a monopoly of the right, it is necessary

to understand it as a crucial political battlefield, as Otto Bauer proposed. °
Nations have been the protagonists of history, for both good and ill. As liberal



theorist Isaiah Berlin pointed out, they have been responsible for both history’s

greatest achievements and its most appalling disasters. 7 It would be impossible
to understand the two world wars of the twentieth century, or any other bloody
conflicts in recent history, without appreciating how they resulted from excesses
of nationalism, and their translation of those excesses into imperialist ambition

and aggression, as Michael Mann has noted. ® However, it would be equally
impossible to imagine democracy, public services, the arts, culture and scientific
research without reference to the nation. National belonging is a reality whose
persistence has made a mockery of many predictions of its imminent demise.
Rather than snobbish disdain, this reality requires sober consideration.

The nation is central to the doctrine of political legitimacy. Its durability
derives from the fact that, to this day, national institutions are perceived as more

legitimate, and therefore more democratic, than supranational ones. 2 At the most
basic level, the nation is a group of people who share some ascriptive
characteristics to do with common descent, territory, history and culture. The
idea of a nation fundamentally implies the existence of a ‘homeland’ — the
territory or ‘seat’ of the nation, whose borders are seen as natural and permanent
— and of a people living on that land, claiming common descent. Finally, it
entails a common history and culture, a common language, and a common set of
representative institutions. All these different characteristics are packaged
together in the idea of the nation.

Different understandings of the nation entail different and often
contradictory political meanings and implications. From Johann Gottfried
Herder onwards, the Romantic tradition of ethno-nationalism has placed
emphasis on the ethnic, linguistic and cultural elements of common descent.
From the moderate version of German nationalism that appeared in 1848, this
kind of cultural nationalism evolved into a more explicit ethnic nationalism after
German unification. The invocation of ‘blood and soil’ ( Blut und Boden )
popularised by Nazi functionary Richard Walther Darré, and informed by racial
theory and agrarian ideology, would inspire the murderously racist nationalism
of the Third Reich. 19 The other major tradition of European nationalism
originates from the French Revolution, and is more republican and explicitly
political in nature. Nations, in this model, can comprise people of a variety of
races as long as they accept and respect the country’s constitution. French
Jacobinism embraced the notion famously articulated by the Abbé Sieyes that
the people were the nation — the community of all citizens represented by the
same institutions and obeying the same laws. 11

Regardless of the basis on which the nation is defined, what seems to disturb



cosmopolitan intellectuals is the nation’s built-in particularism: the fact that it
implies a division of humanity by arbitrary borders. Hegel viewed the nation as a
space of universalism that transcended local differences, and dreaded the arrival

of a post-national space which, instead of universalism, would unleash chaos. 2
But it is clear that, in the public imagination, the nation is today perceived as
embodying the particular rather than the universal. The world of nations is no
doubt a world of sometimes manifestly absurd fragmentation. The borders
dividing the 193 United Nations member-states appear to many as irrational —
something to be overcome in order to move towards a truly planetary society.
But what cosmopolitans often miss is the strength of belonging and
identification, and the sediments of history in which they germinate, which
render the overcoming of the principle of nationality very unlikely even in the
long term.

While the division of humanity into nations may indeed seem an atavistic
phenomenon, the particularism and pluralism of nations stems from the basic
reality of geography, and from the way in which physical distance and
separation have bred historical and cultural differences. In The Spirit of the Laws
, Montesquieu argued that it was ultimately the very extent of the planet and the
distance between different populations that led different societies to develop in

parallel. '3 Societies are organised concentrically around specific places — their
capital cities, their monuments and markets — which act as cultural,
administrative and commercial centres of the nation. Even our highly
interconnected world, dominated by instant communication and fast, cheap air
travel (suspended for months during the pandemic), has not done away with this
basic principle. The power of location, of distance, proximity and place
continues to organise human communities. This has become all the more
apparent in periods of lockdown during the pandemic, when we have come to
realise the extent to which we remain prisoners of place; of our homes, our
neighbourhoods, and our nations.

Mazzini’'s Dream

To respond to the problem of nationality is not to deny the existence of humanity
as a whole, nor to say — as Carl Schmitt implies — that any form of
humanitarianism is a fraud and a cover for imperialist interests. 4 Rather, it
means accepting that the universal of humanity appears in history through the
particular form of different peoples and their histories. Following the dialectical



thinking of Hegel, the seeds of universalism are found in particularity. What
makes us human, hence universal, beginning from language, is what in turn
makes us distinct, what divides us into numerous linguistic and cultural
communities, and distinct nations. This diversity is something to celebrate for its
own sake — a legacy of the rich history and complex challenges of our ancestors
— and should not be seen as an obstacle to the development of a universalist
politics. The universal cannot be achieved simply by a leap of faith beyond the
parameters of existing reality. Rather, it should be the product of an exhaustive
quest through particularism.

The view of the nation as anti-universalist was already criticised by
Giuseppe Mazzini, the republican intellectual and activist who campaigned
tirelessly for Italian unification and inspired the national liberation struggles of
the nineteenth century. Mazzini sought to reconcile the humanitarianism of early
socialist movements with the demand for national self-determination that
emerged in revolutionary Europe from the 1820s. His view of the nation was
infused with the romantic conception of the people as the protagonist of history.
But he was adamant that national struggles were not in contradiction with the
goal of uniting what, with an idealism typical of his era, he described as the
‘family of humanity that has only one altar, one thought, one poem as its hymn,

and one language to sing’. '° The first duty of all citizens, according to Mazzini,

was ‘to humanity’. No other principle, including the national principle, could

override the ‘law of human life’. 16

For Mazzini, the nation was not a fixed and permanent entity. It was
historical, and therefore mutable. He wrote memorably: “‘We do not believe in
the timelessness of races. We do not believe in the timelessness of language. We
do not believe in the timeless and powerful influence of climate in the

development of human activity.” 7 Moreover, Mazzini was strongly critical of
‘narrow and mean Nationalism ... jealous of everything that surrounded it’. He
identified nationalism with the expansionist spirit of despotic rulers, and
defended a patriotism informed by people’s sense of civic duty to their
communities. Only by overcoming dynastic nationalism and breeding a
sentiment of belonging and attachment in each country would people cast off
their chains and transform international relations into peaceful cooperation
between countries.

Rather than viewing the nation as a ‘manifestation of the past, a medieval
concept that has caused much bloodshed, and that continues to fractionalize
God’s thinking on earth’, as cosmopolitans would do, he argued that

revolutionaries should face up t